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The dissertation traces the trope of the incomplete character in four twentieth-century 

cosmopolitan novels that reflect European colonialism in a global context. I argue that, 

by creating characters sharply aware of the insufficiency of the Self and thus constantly 

seeking the constitutive participation of the Other, the four authors E. M. Forster, Samuel 

Beckett, J. M. Coetzee, and Congwen Shen all dramatize the incomplete character as an 

agent of postcolonial resistance to Western humanism that, tending to enforce the divide 

between the Self and the Other, provided the epistemological basis for the emergence of 

European colonialism. For example, Fielding's good-willed aspiration to forge cross-

cultural friendship in A Passage to India-, Murphy's dogged search for recognition of his 

Irish identity in Murphy; Susan's unfailing compassion to restore Friday's lost speech in 

Foe; and Changshun Teng, the Chinese orange-grower's warm-hearted generosity toward 

his customers in Long River-all these textual occasions dramatize the incomplete 

character's anxiety over the Other's rejection that will impair the fullness of his or her 

being, rendering it solitary and empty. I relate this anxiety to the theory of 

"posthumanism" advanced by such thinkers as Marx, Bakhtin, Sartre, and Lacan; in their 

texts the humanist view of the individual as an autonomous constitution has undergone a 

transformation marked by the emphasis on locating selfhood not in the insular and static 

Self but in the mutable middle space connecting the Self and the Other. 

The dissertation begins by tracing the emergence and development of posthumanism, 



locating its essence in the social ontology of the individual. The next four chapters 

analyze the ways in which the incomplete character engages the posthumanist ethic to 

empower the Other. I show that while Forster's portrayal of Fielding still wavers 

between faith in and doubt about a culturally stabilized subject, Beckett's and Shen's 

figurations of native Murphy and Changshun Teng exhibit far less nostalgia over the 

individual's lost status as a sufficient signifier, an ethical advance that anticipates 

Coetzee's creation of Susan who reverses the African slave Friday from the object of 

writing to the writing subject. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This study is concerned with developing the idea of "posthumanism" as a new 

conceptual tool for reshaping twentieth-century literary history by initiating an 

investigation into the ways in which four twentieth-century international authors 

foreground the constitutive function of the Other in our meditations on and, constructions 

of, our selves. Simplified to its extreme, posthumanism in this context designates a 

distinctive strand of contemporary thought that can be identified in diverse disciplines 

such as literature, philosophy, sociology, and psychoanalysis. As an interdisciplinary 

phenomenon, one of the fundamental tenets of posthumanism is a paradigmatic 

reconsideration of the status of the Other in our understanding of who we are—our self, 

identity, and individuality. Central to this reconsideration is the process in which power 

is redistributed: the formerly objectified Other is reversed to take on the signifying power 

formerly denied him and, as a result, the privilege formerly enjoyed by the Self as a 

mono-signifier is taken away, the epistemic hierarchy imposed upon the Self and the 

Other breaks down, and the absolute subject/object division is blurred and replaced by a 

dialectical relation in which the Self and the Other collectively forge the social bond by 

which the absolute, immanent, and private Self is endowed with a living dynamic, a 

concrete substance, and a meaningful existence. 

Beginning in the middle of the nineteenth century, a number of Western thinkers 
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working in different academic disciplines have notably contributed to the fostering, 

shaping, and developing of the concept of posthumanism among whom are Karl Marx, 

M. M. Bakhtin, Jean-Paul Sartre, Jacques Lacan, Julia Kristeva and others. One of the 

themes uniting the works of these thinkers is the argument that the individual is an 

incomplete and insufficient constitution, who will always depend on the participation of 

the Other for enriching and invigorating his selfhood. The coherence and clarity with 

which these thinkers articulate the constitutive status of the Other indeed encourage us to 

delineate a line of development and to sketch out the historical contours of this 

development. To the extent that no one before Marx has dealt with the problem of 

alienation with equal insight and depth, and since the cause of alienation, according to 

Marx, is the erection of barriers that function to separate man from the Other—his fellow 

folks, Marx may be seen as a pioneering posthumanist, and his theory of alienation 

provides a useful starting point from which we may begin to formulate and address the 

problem of Otherness. In analyzing how man is alienated from the Other, Marx identifies 

its root cause in the capitalist economic system that drives man toward greater and greater 

abstraction by displacing human value to a series of abstract values in the form of labor, 

money, commodity, and property. Therefore, for Marx alienation is first of all an 

economic problem that falls into the domain of infrastructure. However, the 

posthumanists who came after Marx all seem to agree that it is better to treat the problem 

of alienation not as an infrastructure problem but as a superstructure problem that falls 

into the domain of knowledge, ideology, and ethics. Post-Marxist posthumanists thus 

choose to rework the existing superstructure; in so doing they implicitly suggest that 
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transformations at the level of superstructure will eventually bring about corresponding 

transformations at the level of infrastructure. Thus in the hands of these post-Marxist 

posthumanists the argument for the necessity of the Other in the constitution of the 

subject is supported by a set of new ideas that redefines the ontological and 

epistemological status of the Other: Bakhtin's "excess of seeing" of the Other, Sartre's 

approving "look" of the Other, Lacan's "lack" of the Other, and Kristeva's 

"unnameableness" of the Other. What is innovative, subversive, even revolutionary 

about the new status assigned to the Other is that in this new status the 

humanist/structuralist emphasis on the relation between the signifier/subject and the 

signified/object is discarded and replaced by an emphasis on the relation between the co-

signifiers. While I am well aware of the methodological differences between Marx and 

the late-comers in approaching the problem of Otherness, I am less interested in the 

differences than in the common interests they have displayed in the dire process of 

dehumanization and alienation and in the posthumanist solutions they have proposed. 

Evidently, the posthumanists' project to restore the estranged Other into the process of 

identity formation poses a challenge to the conventional humanist conception of 

subjectivity, one that tends to emphasize the physiological and psychological uniqueness 

of the individual. Such conception, needless to say, goes back to the Renaissance period, 

when Western humanism first flourished. A fundamental problem that preoccupies the 

post-Renaissance mode of experience thus becomes the securing of the self-assurance for 

the modern subject, one that has to constantly assert its identity; in seeking self-

affirmation the modern subject needs an Other that can be mastered and appropriated. 
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Post-Renaissance Western thinkers from Descartes through Hegel, Freud, to Nietzsche 

have all participated in finding ways that will ensure the sanctity, inviolability, and the 

autonomy of the individual. To do so, they frequently pose an imaginary divide between 

the individual and an abstract body of culture, and from this oppositional divide they 

further derive a series of incompatible categories in which the individual is often 

portrayed as a victim whose nature, autonomy, and individuality are constantly threatened 

by the encroaching force of culture. Culture, on the other hand, is often seen as a cold 

and violent imposer of regulating norms and taboos upon the individual. Often, overly 

attentive to the passivity and vulnerability of the individual, they seem to have neglected 

an important fact that the individuals are logically responsible for the kind of culture they 

make. While it is true to say that today's Anglo-American academic discourse is no 

longer dominated by the discourse of humanism/structuralism, given that it has come 

under severe attack by anti-essentialism and, subsequently, poststructuralism, it is also 

true to say that it is far too optimistic to imagine that the discourse of humanism now 

only belongs to the category of historical relic.1 

For while the "post" in posthumanism asserts a significant revision of humanism, it 

must not be taken as merely "anti-" or "counter-" because in rejecting humanism's 

subjectivist and individual character, posthumanism has nonetheless inherited its 

predecessor's secular tenet: both place Man, rather than God, at the center of the universe, 

and both regard Man, rather than God, as the original source of creation. Neither should 

the "post" be taken as equal to "after or in the wake of ' because even though humanism 

as an intellectual tradition has encountered severe challenges by, for example, the 
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discourses of feminism, poststructuralism, cultural criticism, and postcolonialism, it still 

remains a much-valued and influential tradition within the academy. For example, in his 

recent The Site of Our Lives: The Self and the Subject From Emerson to Foucault, James 

S. Hans powerfully defends the psychological and physiological uniqueness of the 

individual, arguing that the site of our lives lies not inside but outside social and cultural 

forces. As he writes, ".. .there are aspects of human existence that lie outside the 

province of social discourse even as they are conditioned by culture..deploring that 

"little discussion is to be found about the ways in which human lives are shaped and 

constrained by forces that have nothing to do with society per se" (11). Like Hans, 

Charles Altieri urges critics to shift the focus from social and external determinants back 

to what he calls "internal dynamics of subjective agency... distinct from social roles" 

(5). Altieri finds unsatisfactory nearly all post-essentialists' attempts at deconstructing 

the stability of identity because for him these attempts have neglected "the internal 

dynamics of the process that... lead us to attribute distinctive personal identities" (6).2 

I have noted that a few critics, beside myself, have used the term posthumanism in 

other contexts, and the term carries a different meaning for different critics. For Abdul 

Janmohamed, for example, posthumanism represents post-Nietzschean poststructuralist 

thought; for H. Porter Abbott, on the other hand, posthumanism is equivalent to anti-

postmodernism. Since both critics use the term without amply defining it, it is hard to 

say why they have chosen posthumanism instead of other terminology. In addition, I 

have found that Soper's term "anti-humanism" in his Humanism and Anti-humanism is 

close to Janmohamed's posthumanism in that Soper explicitly labels Foucault and Lacan 
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as exemplary anti-humanists because of their efforts to undo the essence of man.3 

Insofar as posthumanism seeks to establish a dialectical relation between the Self and 

the Other, it simultaneously parts company with philosophical postmodernism that tends 

to deny the possibility of any truth, value, self, and identity, treating the subject, instead, 

as an irreducibly indeterminate principle of free play, visible only as a supplemental 

signiture that cannot be contained within any category of understanding.4 And since the 

postmodernist project to collapse boundary, totality, agency, and the grand meta-narrative 

derives from the conviction that the humanist myth of internal coherence, order, and 

stability has failed to explain an inherently chaotic and irrational world, it may be seen as 

another kind of posthumanism, the founding father of which is, of course, the German 

philosopher Nietzsche who taught us the first postmodern lesson in his assertion that 

there are no facts, only interpretations, and that truth exists only at the symbolic level. In 

this sense, Nietzsche may be seen as another pioneering posthumanist. But in 

juxtaposing Marx and Nietzsche, it must be pointed out that there is a fundamental 

difference between Nietzsche's "constructionist posthumanism" and Marx's "dialectical 

posthumanism"; whereas the former lays emphasis on the subjective dimension of 

(de)construction and, in so doing excludes the Other from the very process of self-

construction, the latter views that construction as a process in which the Self struggles to 

return to the alienated Other. Insofar as constructionist posthumanism has retained the 

subjective character inherent in humanism, it may be seen, in another sense, as a 

continuation of humanism. As far as the present study is concerned, the term 

posthumanism is used strictly in the sense of Marx's dialectical posthumanism. Based on 



this distinction we can more or less confidently assimilate such figures as Bataille, 

Derrida, Lyotard, Rorty, and Baudrillard into the Nietzschean aftermath with the 

exception of Foucault. On the one hand, Foucault's theory of the interplay of discourse, 

agency, and power gives birth to a rather evasive and ambiguous subject whose site is not 

really locatable. On the other hand, however, Foucault's awareness of the inevitable 

institutional and social imprints upon the individual is close to posthumanists', 

particularly Lacan's, assumption that the individual is always a socially, culturally, and 

historically constructed phenomenon. Somewhat devoid of the postmodern individual's 

aggressive autonomy yet lacking the posthumanist individual's engaging sense of 

Otherness, it seems to me that Foucault's new collective agency occupies a peculiar 

middle space, verging between the two yet unable to claim to be either.5 

The distinction between the two kinds of posthumanism further crystallizes the ethical 

affiliations of several politically engaged academic discourses, notably, postcolonialism, 

multiculturalism, and postfeminism. There has been an on-going debate about the 

theoretical complicity of postcolonialism, and of the two arguments dominating this 

debate, one tends to see the postmodern and the postcolonial as purely oppositional and 

mutually exclusive (e.g. Simon During, Ian Adam, Helen Tiffin, Fredric Jameson etc.) 

whereas the other tends to see them as compatible and complementary (e.g. Edward Said, 

Gayatri Spivak, Homi Bhabha, Kwame A. Appiah etc.). What I want to suggest here is 

that postcolonialism as an academic discourse has inherited its ideological characteristics 

from both postmodernism and posthumanism. Just as Said 's work on Orientalism is 

built upon Foucault's theory of power and knowledge, so Bhabha's and Spivak's 



8 

rethinking of the postcolonial subjectivity and the location of culture owns tremendously 

to Derrida's theory of deconstruction. At the same time, though, all these postcolonial 

critics manage to transcend the limitations of deconstruction by suggesting that what 

stands at the End of deconstruction is not the End of language, self, identity, truth, or 

Man but the beginning of a new language, self, identity, and Man, achievable through an 

on-going exchange, dialogue, and interaction between the Self and the Other. The same 

analysis also applies to the discourse of multiculturalism and postfeminism. Embodied 

in the cultural critics' and postfeminists' insistence on the dissolution of gender and 

ethnic identity is not the call for the end of identity altogether but the beginning of a new 

gender and ethnic identity. 

In theorizing posthumanism I have chosen to study it in the light of Chinese Taoism, 

and the basis for this somewhat unusual juxtaposition is both ethical and theoretical. On 

the one hand, I want to advance the claim that human experience, regardless of its 

historical, cultural, ethnic, and linguistic singularity, becomes meaningful not so much for 

its differences as for its commonality and shareability by showing that posthumanism as a 

Western experience is highly compatible with Taoism as a Chinese experience, despite 

the fact that no direct influence can be established between Western posthumanists and 

the Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu. On the other hand, I want to show that the dialectical 

mode of thinking that informs posthumanism is also the conceptual core that underlies 

Taoism advanced by Lao Tzu in his masterpiece Tao te-ching written around 722-481 B. 

C. Employing a dialectical principle, Lao Tzu splits the universe into two categories: 

being and non-being. Lao Tzu maintains that for being to assume a meaningful existence 



it needs an opposite or antithesis because being by itself is not self-transparent or self-

demonstratable; it is given shape and meaning only through the mediation of the Other-

its opposite. Following this dialectical principle, which is also a principle of negativity, 

Lao Tzu concludes that since being and non-being complement one another, they are 

ultimately identical; that is, being is simultaneously non-being. From the concept of 

being and non-being Lao Tzu further develops the concept of Tao which refers to the 

totality of the universe. According to Lao Tzu, the final purpose of practicing Tao is to 

return to and identify with Tao, to be with the totality of the universe, the communal, the 

collective. Thus, evoking Taoism in this context serves a dual purpose. First, it provides 

a new perspective for theorizing posthumanism; second, it offers a new metalanguage for 

interpreting Chinese Taoism. 

So far I have demonstrated how we can theorize posthumanism as it is manifested in a 

number of non-literary disciplines and how we can open it up to connection with the 

Other-Chinese Taoism. What I want to suggest now is the relevance of this preliminary 

exercise to literary studies, particularly twentieth-century British and postcolonial studies, 

which are the main topic of this study. I want to point out this relevance by suggesting 

that the kind of posthumanism I identified in the several non-literary disciplines equally 

pervades literary discourse, particularly the novels of a number of twentieth-century 

British and postcolonial writers, and tracing the manifestations and imprints of 

posthumanism in this part of literature ultimately provides a new conceptual angle for 

interpreting twentieth-century literary texts. But this claim is first of all based on two 

related theses. The first thesis is that conventional modernist and postmodernist studies, 
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though still useful in their own ways, have failed to account for the complexity of literary 

phenomena embodied in the novels of even the most popular British authors of the 

period. This failure can be seen from the fact that twentieth-century literary criticism has 

failed to respond to modernist and postmodernist writers' on-going resistance to the 

modernist tendency to subjectivize and psychologize the individual as well as the 

postmodernist tendency to translate the individual into a space for endless constructions. 

D. H. Lawrence, for example, has been repeatedly canonized as a modernist writer, who, 

together with such apocalyptical figures as Eliot, Yeats, Joyce, articulates the modern 

crisis of cultural cataclysm and personal futility, and, who, together with such dystopian 

writers as Huxley, Orwell, and Waugh, expresses a serious doubt about technological 

determinism, the belief that when a new technology emerges, it will then change the 

society or sector from which it has emerged. More often than not, critics have failed to 

note that Lawrence's major novels, including his masterpiece, Women in Love, stage a 

most thorough critique of some of the quintessential modernist notions, notions such as 

subjectivity, individuality, self-consciousness, inferiority, and will. What informs such 

critique is, of course, a dialectical mode of conceiving the Self/ Other relationship, the 

belief in the external, social, and collective dimension of the individual. Thus frequently 

found in Lawrence's novels are no longer interior characters like Mrs. Dalloway, Stephen 

Dedalus, and Ford Madox Ford's John Dowell who are hopelessly locked up in their 

private and hermetic consciousness, unable to reach out to the Other, let alone engage the 

Other. The same critical failure pertains to Samuel Beckett. For quite some time, 

Beckett's name has been frequently juxtaposed with the names of French 
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poststructuralists, and Beckett's novels have been frequently read in the light of 

poststructuralist theory. As a result, Beckett is often portrayed as a deconstructive 

maniac who tirelessly engages himself in questioning the established teleology of 

language, knowledge, identity, and narrative conventions. Indeed, Beckett's major and 

minor critics alike have failed to see that the deconstructive elements in Beckett are only 

strategic because what Beckett is looking for is something that lies beyond 

deconstruction, and this something may be roughly called a new "truth." From this short 

analysis, we see that only a posthumanist reading will reveal this other side of Lawrence 

and Beckett, their resistance to modernism and postmodernism, a resistance that has 

remained submerged in the configuration of modernist and postmodernist interpretations. 

This resistance is, of course, grounded on a posthumanist understanding of subjectivity, 

one that values mutual dependency, reliance, recognition, appreciation, and trust between 

the Self and the Other.6 

The second thesis concerns the relevance of the concept of posthumanism to 

postcolonial studies. The question here is: to what extent can the exercise of theorizing 

posthumanism contribute to an already innovative area of study especially when we have 

seen from the foregoing discussion that postcolonial studies already presuppose a 

posthumanist ethic? To answer this question, I want to suggest that the contribution itself 

is twofold; it is both theoretical and methodological. At the theoretical level, the concept 

of posthumanism supplements the Orientalist project initiated by Edward Said about two 

decades ago. In theorizing Orientalism, Said usefully reveals how Orientalist discourse is 

shot through by the West's desire to rule and control the Orient, a desire that has grown 
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unchecked to reach its hegemonic state. One of the questions Said poses and invites us to 

think about in his seminal work Orientalism is: what kind of cultural forces has 

participated in valorizing and legitimating the colonial desire, and why in the lengthy 

course of imperialism there has not been enough internal resistance to question this 

desire. Asking a most thought-provoking and challenging question, Said, however, does 

not offer a ready answer in Orientalism. As a result, the kind of cultural forces that have 

sanctioned the sustenance of Empire are let go unexplained, and so is the root cause of 

imperialism. Against this background, my theorizing of posthumanism reveals that this 

kind of cultural forces is none other than those nurtured by Western humanism that tends 

to enforce the divide between the Self and the Other. It follows, then, that a cultural 

tradition inherently promoting such a divide is stripped of the power of resistance to its 

own practice of alienating the Other into inferior categories. The final suggestion here is 

that to be truly postcolonial, one has to be posthumanist in the first place and vice versa. 

At the methodological level, the juxtaposition of modern British and Third World authors 

suggest the continuity they share and, in so doing making postcolonial literature resilient, 

permeable, and open to dialogue with other literatures. The juxtaposition also suggests 

that the consciousness of Otherness engaging modern British writers anticipate, in 

significant ways, postcolonial critics' and writers' rethinking of the status of the Other. 

In illustrating how we can trace posthumanism and Taoism in modern British and 

postcolonial novel, I have chosen four novels by E. M. Forster, Samuel Beckett, J. M. 

Coetzee, and Congwen Shen (Chinese). I have chosen these authors not because their 

works are the only ones suitable for this study but because they constitute a distinct line 
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of development that allows me to stage posthumanism as an on-going cultural movement 

rather than a fixed, static, and isolated phenomenon. I have chosen these authors also 

because their novels represent a variety of colonial experiences, and they have all arrived 

at the postcolonial threshold by way of a posthumanist redefinition of the location of self, 

identity, and culture. In particular, I trace posthumanism through the new literary figure I 

call "incomplete character" who, in this case, is neither the modernist solipsist walled off 

from the outside world nor the postmodernist unnameable and evasive character who has 

totally lost his authenticity and exists only as a fictional copy. The incomplete character 

is, in fact, a posthumanist whose authenticity resides in his dialectical relation to the 

Other. Fully aware of his insufficiency, limitations, and incompleteness, the incomplete 

character constantly seeks the recognition, affirmation, love, and response from the Other 

to fill his inner emptiness. In doing so, he gladly trades his reason, self-consciousness, 

and the will to dominate and possess in exchange for an open-minded and sympathetic 

engagement with the Other. In this sense, the incomplete character lives through the 

Other, in the Other, and for the Other. In each of the four novels chosen for this study, I 

identify an incomplete character and offer an analysis of its creation. Indeed, when read 

in the light of posthumanism, Fielding's good-willed desire for cross-cultural friendship 

with the Indians, Murphy's search for recognition of his naked human identity from his 

country folks, Susan's attempt at restoring Friday's lost history, and Teng's warm-

hearted generosity toward his customers all represent the incomplete character's anxiety 

and insecurity engendered by the absence of the Other. 

Among the works that have helped me to think through the idea of posthumanism, 
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Kate Soper's Humanism and Anti-Humanism has been especially useful. In particular, 

Soper's distinction between humanism and anti-humanism initially kindled my 

inspiration to reconceptualize and refashion his anti-humanism into posthumanism. 

Michael Hoquist's introduction to Bakhtin's Art and Answerability, his insightful yet 

easily accessible exegesis of Bakhtin's architectonic philosophy, also significantly shaped 

my theoretical perspectives. I am indebted to Augusto Ponzio's Signs, Dialogue, and 

Ideology, a book that offers an inspiring semiotic analysis of the Self/Other dialectic. 

The dissertation begins by discussing the emergence and development of 

posthumanism defined as a revision of the humanist tradition, locating the essence of 

posthumanism in the social ontology of the subject. I first investigate Western humanism 

by tracing its subjectivist and individual character in Descartes's Meditations on the First 

Philosophy, Rousseau's Social Contract, and Freud's Civilization and its Discontents. 

Identifying Hegel as a transitional figure who marks the point where the consciousness of 

Otherness began to intrigue Western thinkers seriously, I then explore posthumanism as a 

post-Hegelian phenomenon, moving along two axes based on my distinction between 

Marx' "dialectic posthumanism," as further developed by Bakhtin and Lacan, and 

Nietzsche's "constructionist posthumanism," often seen as the fountain source of 

poststructuralism. This distinction offers a new theoretical language with which we can 

more accurately articulate and, more important, discriminate a whole terrain of 

contemporary challenges directed against Western humanism, for example, 

poststructuralism, cultural criticism, and postcolonialism. 

The next four chapters trace the development of dialectical posthumanism in the four 
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novels I examine. Placing Forster at he beginning of this development, I show that 

although A Passage to India betrays an ideological instability indicative of the limitations 

of liberal humanism, Forster nonetheless struggled hard to surpass these limitations by 

exposing the injustice of British officialism. Thus Forster may be seen as a proto-

posthumanist. Beckett, on the other hand, articulates in Murphy a more thorough critique 

of colonialism by tracing its root cause to the economic system of capitalism that entails 

alienation by reducing multiple human values to a single signifier of money. Less 

concerned with the economic issue, Coetzee arrives at posthumanism mainly by way of 

an epistemology that emphasizes the subject's multivalent relations to and juxtaposition 

with other subjects, insisting in Foe that postcolonial writing serves its best purpose when 

brought to bear on issues of domination in a global context. The final chapter on Shen's 

Long River explores the novel's intersection of postcolonial resistance of colonialism and 

posthumanist solutions to colonialisms of all kinds. Like Beckett's Murphy, Shen's 

Changshun Teng exhibits little interest in economic profits; rather he uses his orange 

business as a means to connect his family with the community and with strangers who 

happen to pass by his orchard. Teng's non-profit business attitude thus questions the 

imported Western ideology of capitalism often seen by historians as Empire's bedfellow. 



CHAPTER II 

DEFINING POSTHUMANISM 

If, as I have indicated in the introduction, posthumanism may be understood to 

represent a paradigmatic turn away from the humanist intellectual tradition, a turn away 

that permits us to assimilate a number of contemporary thinkers into a new intellectual 

tradition under the umbrella term of posthumanism, then it is imperative that we come up 

with a cogent theoretical framework to account for the emergence, development, and 

possible future destinations of this new tradition. But before launching on this task, I 

must deal with two preliminary questions. First, I want to rehearse and, indeed make 

explicit, a consensus shared by many contemporary intellectuals, a consensus that 

reminds us of the fact that post-Renaissance Western culture is basically a secularized 

humanist culture, one that, since its initial triumph over medieval Christianity in the 

Renaissance period, has steadily advanced itself to become the West's main cultural 

tradition. Generally speaking, the three basic components of humanism contain 

secularism, rationalism, and individualism.1 As opposed to the previous medieval 

supernaturalism that places paramount value on the authority of Church, the secular or 

atheist element in humanism decrees that its concern is with human matters: man's well-

being, his fate, his destiny, and his relationship with others in this world. The atheist cult 

in humanism also means that the authority of God, its relationship to man, its role as the 

first principle, and its grip over man's afterlife are irrelevant; what is relevant is the 
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relationship between men in this world. The atheist element in humanism thus leads us to 

the second question: the continuity between humanism and posthumanism. To be sure, 

posthumanism has inherited the secular tenet inherent in humanism, and like proponents 

of humanism, posthumanists are concerned with human matters, man's happiness, 

destiny, and fate. In this sense, to be a posthumanist, one is always already a humanist, at 

least in part; although the reversal of this statement is not always true. While the 

continuity of humanism and posthumanism is relevant for understanding posthumanism, 

it is less crucial than their discontinuity, one that ultimately marks out the point of 

departure; thus it is the differences, rather than the similarities, that matter most. 

If this sense of their continuity is accurate, then theorizing posthumanism will require 

that we investigate the relationship of humanism and posthumanism, and as my 

exploration of this relationship proceeds in this chapter, I will end up addressing four 

related issues. First, I will examine humanism as it is embodied in the representative 

writings of Descartes, Rousseau, and Freud, focusing on revealing the historical and 

philosophical continuity in their writings. I will then single out Hegel as a transitional 

figure and show that Hegel is indispensable for grasping the meaning of posthumanism. 

On the one hand Hegel's achievements represent the pinnacle of the humanist intellectual 

tradition, yet on the other hand Hegel's dialectic of negativity has much to offer late-

coming posthumanists. Treating Hegel as a point of departure, I turn to examine 

posthumanism as a post-Hegelian philosophical phenomenon, moving along two axes 

based on the distinction I make between Marx's dialectical posthumanism and 

Nietzsche's constructionist posthumanism. In discussing dialectical posthumanism, I 
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initiate a detour into the exotic region of Eastern philosophy, juxtaposing posthumanism 

and Taoism and, thereby illuminating one in the light of the other. Finally, I close this 

chapter by offering a brief post-Marxist critique of posthumanism, identifying a few 

problems posthumanism has entailed and generating a few questions for future thoughts. 

Among its multivalent usefulness, theorizing posthumanism provides a new 

conceptual angle for rethinking postcolonial theory by suggesting that postcolonial theory 

has its theoretical root more in dialectical posthumanism than in constructionist 

posthumanism, a distinction many postcolonial critics still are not aware of. At present 

they seem to be content to anchor their theoretical informant in constructionist 

posthumanism or poststructuralism. One of the immediate advantages to point out the 

complicity of dialectical posthumanism and postcolonialism is that it helps us to identify 

a new literary figure- the "incomplete character" in the four novels I examine in the 

subsequent chapters. To be sure, this new literary figure is a postcolonial figure, an agent 

of postcolonial resistance of European colonialism, but this figure is also a posthumanist 

figure, an agent of posthumanist resistance of Western humanism that provided cultural 

and epistemic bases for the emergence of European colonialism. In this sense, theorizing 

posthumanism works to move extant postcolonial theory beyond its already achieved 

theoretical scope. 

In A History of Western Philosophy, Bertrand Russell offers a useful summary of the 

foundational core of modern philosophy, pointing out that modern philosophy has 

"retained, for the most part, an individualistic and subjective character" (493) all the way 

from Descartes through Hume, Kant, to Hegel. Worthy of note is that in identifying this 
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philosophical foundation, Russell has temporarily suspended such familiar terms as 

rationalism, empiricism, irrationalism, scientism, terms often used to distinguish different 

philosophical trends and schools. What Russell wishes to demonstrate is that even 

though the development of modern philosophy has taken a zigzag route, its primary 

adherence to the absolute value of individuality and subjectivity has remained largely 

unchanged in the course of history. While I agree with Russell's observation, I want to 

supplement it by suggesting that the individualistic and subjective character also serves as 

a fountain source for modern psychology, particularly Freud's ego psychology, a 

discipline that has tremendously radicalized this character by initiating a surface-depth 

approach to the study of human psyche and, thereby relegating part of the psyche to the 

unknown realm of the unconscious. What the ego's era has bequeathed contemporary 

Western society, needless to say, is appalling. To use Deleuze's and Guattari's terms, the 

ego's era or the Oedipal era has incurred a lasting epidemic, the "imperialism of Oedipus" 

that merits thorough healing (35), and the best healing medicine, according to Deleuze 

and Guattari, is a return to "collective subjectivity" (43), or to use Foucault's words, to 

"de-individualize" the individual (xiv).2 While I basically agree with Russell's 

observation and with Deleuze's and Guattari's critique of ego psychology, I want to argue 

that Descartes, Rousseau, and Freud all have played an important part in constructing 

absolute subjectivity; for this reason, I have chosen to examine humanism through 

examining these representative figures. 

I begin with Descartes's cogito, because it contains all the essential "bacteria" of the 

kind of ego-centered disease identified by Deleuze and Quattari. Two of Descartes's 
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most important works include Discourse on Method (1637) and Meditations on the First 

Philosophy (1642), and many of their themes overlap. Since my purpose in invoking 

Descartes is to show how the Cartesian cogito has contributed to the construction of 

absolute subjectivity, I will concentrate only on Meditations, because it provides a clear 

outline of what Descartes means by cogito. Like other speculative philosophers of his 

age, Descartes begins his argument by putting forward a hypothesis, one that assumes 

that everything in this world can be called into doubt. The world, Descartes tells us, is 

full of falsehoods, fabrications, and lies, so it is necessary to "demolish everything 

completely and start again right from the foundations..." (14). In trying to substantiate 

this somewhat astonishing claim, to make it sound valid and cogent, Descartes is forced 

to overcome two immediate obstacles: the existence of God and the reliability of human 

senses. He has to answer whether God's existence is at all doubtful on the one hand and 

whether senses such as feeling, touching, smelling, hearing, and seeing are totally 

deceptive and, therefore, unreliable. In tackling the question of God, one notes, Descartes 

encounters great difficulties in coming to a conclusion. Logically speaking, if, as 

Descartes claims, everything in this world is doubtful, then, God's existence becomes a 

uncertain matter. Yet to say that God's existence is doubtful is to oppose the then 

prevailing public faith in God and, consequently, to run the risk of excommunication. 

However, to choose the other alternative, which is to admit that God's existence is 

beyond doubt or simply to exclude God from the category of doubt, may save him from 

excommunication, but it does so only at the cost of making his hypothesis inconsistent. 

Confronted with this dilemma, Descartes never manages to resolve the God issue, and as 
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a result, the part of discourse dealing with God's status remains radically conflicted and 

paradoxical: he affirms one thing, then denies it, then affirms it again, then denies it 

again. 

The other obstacle is the reliability of senses. In order to prove that our senses are 

deceptive and unreliable, Descartes appeals to the well-known wax example. 

Emphasizing the fact that a piece of wax may exist in different forms and shapes, as solid 

and liquid; in square, rectangular, or circle, Descartes shows that the knowledge of wax 

gained by senses is always limited; it may enable one to know one form and one shape, 

but it will never enable one to know all the forms and shapes; therefore, senses are not 

reliable as a knowing mechanism. Along with Descartes's annihilation of God and senses 

is also his annihilation of the material and the physical body. For Descartes, material 

objects such as the body are knowable only through sense-perception, and anything 

knowable through sense-perception is illusory and misleading. 

The result of the rejection of God and the senses is, of course, the birth of cogito. 

Having dispatched the physical, the material, the sensory, and the divine to the category 

of uncertainty, Descartes concludes that apart from simple arithmetic and geometry, there 

is one more thing that is absolutely beyond doubt, and this rare exception is the very 

existence of the first person "I," the subject that is actually performing the task of 

doubting all along. On the other hand, though, Descartes does delimit the duration of the 

certainty of the existence of "I" by making clear that this certainty depends on the 

duration of the mental activity of Ts" thinking. As Descartes writes: "I am, I exist—that 

is certain. But for how long? For as long as I am thinking" (18). The implication here is 
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that this "I" will cease to exist the moment "I" stops thinking. To put it another way, the 

existence of "I" is, at best, internally contingent, temporary, and conditional. 

About cogito, two aspects certainly deserve special attention: the rationalist and the 

subjectivist dimensions of the human figure "I." On the one hand "I" is constructed as a 

pure embodiment of the Enlightenment reason, and in explaining how we should 

conceive "I," Descartes makes clear that "I" as a human being, a person, is totally 

stripped of any animal traits; it is, instead, an inanimate, lifeless "thing" that can think, "a 

thinking thing" (18). Clearly, in designating thinking or reason as the definitive 

characteristic of the individual, Descartes is rationalizing the subject, endowing it with 

nothing else but reason. As Descartes writes: "I am a mind, or intelligence, or intellect, 

or reason" (18). In privileging reason as the sole criterion of being human, Descartes is, 

of course, simultaneously devaluing other human attributes and qualities, ones such as 

sentiments, passion, emotions, imagination, spontaneity, and intuition. On the other 

hand, "I" is constructed as an absolute subject completely devoid of any intercourse with 

the outside world. Existing in the form of a monad that has no means of connection with 

others, the knowing subject is situated outside the social, the communal, and the 

collective, retaining, instead, the traits of a solipsist or a narcissist constantly casting 

doubts in an imaginary vacuum. What the subject knows is nothing but himself, since the 

only object of his self-knowledge is himself. Enclosed or even imprisoned in the private 

territory of his own self, his own personhood, and thus not depending on others, let alone 

caring about others, the lonely figure "I" is totally unaware of the existence of the Other. 

What the "I" demonstrates is sheer nonchalance and indifference toward the Other. Thus, 



23 

cogito's excessive and cxclusivc preoccupation with the self yields complete separation, 

lack of communication, in short, a non-relationship between the self and the Other, 

between the personal and the social, between the private and the public. 

In many ways, Jean Jacques Rousseau could be seen as a philosophical opponent of 

Descartes. As one of the leading thinkers of the Romantic movement, Rousseau's 

powerful argument for the supremacy of emotions over reason is often seen as an 

inversion of cogito, and Rousseau's well-known quarrel with Voltaire over the issue of 

savagery may be seen as reflecting the larger quarrel of the Romantics with the 

Enlightenment. Indeed, for those of us who have been accustomed to such a familiar 

distinction between the Enlightenment and Romanticism, it seems difficult to imagine 

that there is an affinity to be drawn between the rationalist and the Romantic. It will be 

difficult to imagine that Descartes and Rousseau actually share something because we 

know so well that while one holds reason higher than anything else, the other cherishes 

sensibility to the exclusion of reason. However, a careful reading of Social Contract 

suggests that there is indeed a parallel to be drawn between the two, and this parallel is 

precisely their subjectivist construction of individuality and, accordingly, their anti-social 

tenet. 

Rousseau's main concern in Social Contract is, as he proclaims, to find "a legitimate 

and reliable rule of administration in the civil order, taking men as they are and laws as 

they can be" (131). This means that Rousseau is most interested in finding a form of 

"body politic" (160) that will best ensure the maximal preservation of "natural freedom" 

(141) and the perfect harmony between natural rights and civil rights, between private 
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will and general will. Here what I find most relevant in Rousseau to the present 

discussion is his postulate of natural freedom as universal truth, as it pertains to his 

political theory as a whole. Rousseau postulates that we can conceive of the original 

human nature in the name of natural freedom that enables man to enjoy as much freedom 

as his own capacity allows him. And this natural freedom can be guaranteed only in the 

pre-civil primitive society. It follows, then, that as soon as man's needs exceed his own 

capacity and the objects of his desire increase, he must choose whether to remain 

eternally unsatisfied, therefore unhappy, or to seek another form of being from which he 

can draw the resources he can no longer possess. Worthy of note is that in charting the 

entrance into civil society, Rousseau regards this entrance not as a historical progress but 

as a regression and a decline in which man experiences the loss of innocence, freedom, 

and essential goodness. Civilization for Rousseau thus entails all kinds of shackles that 

confine man's natural freedom. But as Rousseau realizes, the evolution from primitive 

state to civil state is an irreversible process; the best one can do, if one is really concerned 

with human nature, is to work out a "social contract" that "defends and protects the 

person and goods of each associate with all the common force..." (138). 

How should we understand Rousseau's concept of human nature in terms of natural 

freedom? It seems to me that there are at least two ways of interpreting what he means 

by natural freedom. First, natural freedom may be taken to mean that man is free to make 

choices, unconstrained by the rules and regulations indispensable to civil society. 

Second, natural freedom means that man is completely independent and free of any 

relations with his fellow folks. The second interpretation immediately reminds us of 
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Descartes's insistence on the anti-social non-relationship between isolated individuals, 

and our hunches are correct. Like Descartes, Rousseau is in favor of conceiving 

individuals as unrelated monads, each occupying a specific space of his own yet without 

any point of convergence or connection. As Rousseau makes clear, in primitive society 

where man is largely self-subsistent, no union, no inter-human dependence, no social 

organization or institution is necessary. In civil society, on the other hand, even though 

the constitution of body politic in the form of City, State, or Sovereign imposes a social 

and collective dimension on man, making him a social animal by demanding the 

exchange of natural freedom for civil freedom, Rousseau maintains, throughout Social 

Contract, that the individual should remain, under whatever circumstances, an 

independent entity. As he writes: the "relationship... of the members to each other... 

should be as small as possible" and the relationship of the members to "the entire body," 

the government, should be "as large as possible" (164). But since government is an 

abstract notion, its existence is nowhere to be identified, it cannot constitute an effective 

agent. In this sense, Rousseau's postulated relationship between the individual and the 

government does not exist and, accordingly, this relationship becomes the same Cartesian 

non-relationship. On one occasion, Rousseau even calls "the lack of liaison between the 

parts which constitute the whole" our "most excellent faculties" (78). Because, he tells 

us, even though the elimination of the liaison may result in isolation and lack of 

communication among the individual citizens, at least they are saved from misery caused 

by liaison and communication, if isolation does not bring them happiness. On another 

occasion, Rousseau is scrupulous about any positive effect social relations may breed, 
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because he does not believe that "cooperation" "for the common good out of a perception 

of our own interest" is possible; nor does he believe that some common ground can be 

found for the "private interest and the general good" (79). He deplores that there is no 

"assurance" that the "stronger men" would observe "the social law" so that "the weak" 

would not suffer from the former's bullying (79). To avoid this situation, Rousseau 

advises, it is better for individuals not to have anything to do with one another. 

To a large extent, Freud's project of liberating nature or instincts from the taboos of 

civilization or culture can be seen as a continuation of Rousseau's attempt at salvaging 

natural freedom from being eroded by civil society. While nearly all of Freud's writings 

have some bearing on this subject, Civilization and its Discontents perhaps most clearly 

outlines Freud's thinking about the relationship between nature and culture and about the 

possibility of rescuing happiness and pleasure that have been deprived by civilization. 

Like Rousseau, Freud holds that an irreconcilable tension divides nature and culture, the 

individual and the social; like Rousseau, Freud regards civilization as hostile to and 

repressive of the development of human nature, and one consequence is what he calls 

"neurotics"-- patients who suffer from a psychic break-down because of their failure to 

stand "cultural frustration" (44). Like Rousseau, too, Freud tends to associate the pre-

civil natural state with positive attributes such as happiness, freedom, and pleasure. In 

explaining what he means by nature, Freud uses the term "instincts" (44) to refer to 

nature, and based on his commentary we can roughly divide nature into three categories. 

The most important instinct is, of course, the well-known desire for "sexual freedom" 

(51). As Freud shows, ever since man's discovery that the satisfaction of his genital 
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needs by means of "sexual objects" (46) brings him happiness and pleasure, man has 

been using sex as a means to achieve gratification and happiness. Another category is 

narcissism. For Freud, narcissism or self-love is an inherent composite of human nature, 

and in demonstrating this assumption, Freud mounts a radical renunciation of the 

Christian doctrine: "Thou shalt love thy neighbors as thyself." Freud thinks that this 

creed, though benevolently charming, is absurd in theory and impossible in practice 

because he believes that if one is to love someone else, one has to do it for a good reason. 

For example, this someone else has to be a friend of his, or a friend of his brother's, so 

that his love may reap the love or friendship of the Other in return. Freud does not 

understand why one should love his neighbor who "cannot attract me by any worth of his 

own or any significance that he may have already acquired for my emotional life" (56), 

since in loving such a person, one gets nothing in return. Therefore, Freud concludes that 

it is "wrong" (56) to love a strange neighbor, and to do so would mean "throwing] away" 

(56) one's love for nothing, and this should be avoided at all costs. Not only does Freud 

regard the stranger as unworthy of love, but he also suggests that this stranger deserves 

"hostility" and even "hatred" (57) because the stranger can never love me; instead, he can 

be a potential enemy to me who will not hesitate to "harm" and "injure" (57) me 

whenever he gets a chance. The same reasoning applies to the foreigner, who, for Freud, 

deserves the same hostility, hatred, and should be guarded against at all times. The last 

category is "aggressiveness" (60). According to Freud, the "inclination" to "aggression," 

the tendency of "mutual hostility" (59), is ineradicable and unremediable because "[it is 

not easy for men to give up the satisfaction of this inclination to aggression. They do not 
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feel comfortable without it" (61). Given that man is determined by his nature to be 

exclusive in pursuing libidinal satisfaction and to be aggressive in guarding against the 

aggressiveness of others, his selfishness is justified, and, of course, everyone becomes a 

potential neurotic, an imperialist, ready to assert himself at the cost of injuring his folks. 

So far I have considered how we may trace the humanist intellectual tradition by 

tracing one of its prominent constituents: the individualistic and subjective character as 

represented by Descartes, Rousseau, and Freud. My next task is to consider how we can 

take posthumanism as a point of departure from this tradition. But before undertaking 

this task, I must spend some time on Hegel with special reference to his Phenomenology 

of Spirit because it seems to me that Hegel occupies an extremely important historical 

position; a good knowledge of his thought is necessary to explain how this significant 

departure has taken place. 

The importance of Hegel's position may be examined in two separate yet related 

directions. First, we must understand the two sides of Hegel in relation to the Cartesian 

tradition. We must understand, so to speak, the extent to which Hegel's system of 

thought serves to consolidate or, rather, perfect the Cartesian tradition, one that has 

provided the basis for Hegel's rationalist phenomenology on the one hand and the extent 

to which this phenomenology undermines and revises the Cartesian tradition. Second, we 

must understand the degree to which Hegel's departure from Descartes (to a large extent, 

this departure also applies to Hegel's relation to Rousseau and Freud), particularly his 

dialectic of negativity, has to offer posthumanists' project. To understand properly this 

degree means, among other things, to acknowledge Hegel's indebtedness to and influence 
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on the late-coming posthumanists (and incidentally, on 

poststructuralists/deconstructionists as well), who, perhaps, would never have been able 

to reach the philosophical height without the launching shoulder of Hegel. 

In our foregoing account of Descartes, we have seen that cogito is basically 

constructed as a self-transparent, self-knowing, self-signifying, and self-sufficient entity 

that can confidently exist on its own. On top all these self-generating attributes, cogito is 

also a rational entity. In this sense, we might start calling cogito an ahistorical, an 

idealist, and a subjectivist entity, one that exists as an ontological and epistemological 

closure. If we compare cogito with Hegel's Spirit, I mean Spirit as an end-product, not as 

a beginning or a process (because the latter two are exactly what set Hegel apart from 

Descartes), we find that the Hegelian Spirit shares the essential traits embodied in cogito. 

For Hegel, Spirit as an end-product appears as "self-consciousness" (236), which means 

consciousness of self. What Hegel has to say about self-consciousness may be broadly 

summarized in four respects. First, consciousness is equivalent to "Reason" (236), which 

is the sole source of knowledge. Second, knowledge generated by consciousness is only 

the knowledge of self, not of others. Third, self-knowledge gained through consciousness 

is "universal" (230) and, therefore, "truth" (236). Finally, self-consciousness is equal to 

"individuality" (230). What these four aspects boil down to is actually one thing: 

Spirit's ontological and epistemological status is internally determined; in this sense we 

may say that Spirit, like cogito, exists as a self-referential subject. 

But if we turn to look at Spirit not as an end-product but as a beginning and a process, 

we see a completely different Hegel, and it is at this moment that we encounter the 
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greatest in Hegel. As many commentators of Hegel have noted, one of Hegel's greatest 

achievements lies in his ingenuity in developing dialectic to a state of perfection no one 

before him has been able to achieve. Marx, for example, regards the Hegelian dialectic as 

a revolutionary achievement.3 Not forgetting Hegel's indebtedness to Plato, Aristotle, 

and Kant, I want to make the point that Hegel represents the moment when Western 

humanists began to take seriously the existence of the Other, the moment when self-

consciousness first intersects the consciousness of the Other. As a result, Hegel is able to, 

perhaps for the first time in Western history, transform the static, inert, and dormant 

cogito into movement and process, and he does so by splitting the monadic cogito into a 

dualistic double: "being-in-itself' and "being-for-self', designating the external Other as 

a dynamic force capable of setting in motion the first principle— being-in-itself and, 

thereby, displacing the ontological determination from inside to outside, from essence to 

appearance, from given to creation, and from absolute to conditions. As Hegel insists, 

being-in-itself as the first principle, be it God, the individual, or the family, remains only 

as abstract and "lifeless" substance (235), and for it to become concrete and living 

substance, it needs an Other through which being-in-itself may evolve to the stage of 

being-for-self that is equivalent to individuality. In other words, without the participation 

of the Other, being-in-itself, the inner principle, can never evolve to the stage of being-

for-self. 

However, we must not stop here; to do justice to Hegel, we must briefly examine the 

other side of the Hegelian dialectic— its limitations, the most obvious of which is, of 

course, the well-known Master/Slave dialectic. While affirming the absolute need of the 
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Other in constructing individuality, Hegel makes clear that the Other as an external force 

is necessary only as an object through which Spirit can verify the existence of his own 

self-consciousness. In other words, the Master Spirit is not self-demonstrable; therefore it 

needs a Slave Other to prove the self-assurance of the Master. What this means is that at 

the end of the dialectical process, being-for-self finally turns out to be no different from 

the original being-in-itself, which is akin to cogito. 

From a posthumanist point of view, Hegel's doubling of cogito has not been 

successful, and this default of success has been usefully commented on by Slavoj Zizek, 

who finds "the development from 'in-itself to 'for-self" unsatisfactory (141). As 

Zizek writes: "The notional couple" [of in-itself and for-self] "is usually taken as the 

supreme proof of Hegel's trust in evolutionary progress... yet a closer look dispels this 

phantom of Evolution" (141). My intention here is not to defend Hegel against Zizek; in 

fact I think that his observations are admirably perceptive. However, I suggest that no 

matter how superficial, false, and even hypocritical Hegel's doubling may have been, the 

dialectical method he employs in this doubling has proved to be extremely useful for 

posthumanists, and to some extent, to poststructuralists, too. In this sense, the later 

development of dialectical and constructionist posthumanism may be seen as two 

modifications growing out of Hegel's system of thought. In both modifications, the final 

phase of the Hegelian dialectic, the phase of synthesis or closure, is abjured, and this 

makes it impossible to draw the divide between the individual and the universal, between 

the inner principle and the outer manifestation, between essence and substance. My task 

in what follows is to show how these modifications have taken place and note the 
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fundamental differences between them. 

The need to see posthumanism as growing out of Hegel's system of thought requires 

us to briefly distinguish the two kinds of posthumanism, one initiated by Marx and the 

other by Nietzsche; from both thinkers we can sketch out two distinct lines of 

posthumanist developments, one through Bakhtin, Sartre, Lacan to postcolonial and 

cultural critics, the other through Derrida, Lyotard, Baudrillard, and Rorty to neo-

pragmatists.4 While we all probably know how much Marx's historical materialism owes 

to Hegel's dialectic of negativity, we may be less sure about what Niechzsche has to do 

with Hegel. The question here is: can we in any way relate Niechzsche's anti-

fundamentalist doctrine to some part of Hegel's heritage? My answer is positive. My 

claim is that despite the fact that Marx's dialectical posthumanism and Niechzsche's 

constructionist posthumanism are worlds apart as a finished thought system, despite the 

fact that we can place them on a long list of polarities, I think there is a sturdy analogy to 

be drawn in the way they refashion Western humanism, not as a finished point but as a 

starting point; that is, as a point from which they begin to introduce their own theories. 

If, in one sense, we may regard both Marx's and Nietzsche's projects as a posthumanist 

revision of humanism, as dialectic for Marx and as construction for Nietzsche, in so far as 

they seek to challenge the humanist assumption that the self, the individual, is a self-

subsistent and self-knowing entity, an end in itself, then we seem to have enough ground 

to treat this revision as an extension or, rather, a repetition of what we have heard Hegel 

say about Spirit as a starting point, a process, in this case, being-in-itself, which is sterile 

and immobile, incapable of giving itself life or transforming it into substance. For Hegel, 
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this being-in-itself as a starting point has no extant ontological status; to put it another 

way, it does not exist until it has come into contact with an external force, a second 

principle, in this case, the Other. If we compare Nietzsche's and Marx's revision of 

cogito with what Hegel has said about Spirit as a starting point, we seem to find little 

difference between the two. It is, then, safe to suggest that in so far as both Marx and 

Nietzsche have managed to inherit the part of Hegel that appears to be distinctly 

posthumanist, we may treat them as two pioneering posthumanists. 

While the concept of posthumanism means the same thing for Marx and Nietzsche in 

this one specific sense, it means totally different things when other aspects are 

considered, and to point out their similarity is only a preparatory exercise. This 

similarity, though an important one, does not represent the gist of their theories; what 

represents the gist is the ways in which they radically refashion Hegel; so to speak, they 

turn their backs on Hegel. 

The posthumanism in Marx is built upon his vehement critique of political economy, 

the belief, as Adam Smith puts it, that society is a commercial enterprise, and each of its 

members is a merchant.5 And the basis for this critique is Marx's recognition that the 

capitalist mode of production, with its exclusive emphasis on productivity and profit-

making, creates the problem of alienation in which the essential attribute of man, his 

existence as a "species-being" (136), a member of the collective, is ignored. As a result, 

man is forced to take on the abstract signification of a single commodity whose value is 

measured by a quantifiable unit of money.6 What Marx finds unsatisfactory about the 

symbolization and reification is that the richness, the multi-meanings of being human are 
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lost and replaced by the single meaning of commodity. The historical materialism that 

informs Marx in defining man as a concrete species-being is exactly what sets him apart 

from Hegel's idealism in which man is equated with the abstract idea of self-

consciousness. While Marx greatly admires Hegel's ability to "grasp the self-creation of 

man as a process" (133), Marx finds highly problematic Hegel's identification of man as 

a pure thought form- consciousness. For Marx, to treat man as a thought form, a 

thinking thing, is to deny the historical and material aspect of his being, that is, the 

"cooperative endeavors of mankind" (133). From this short analysis, we see that Marx's 

theory of alienation is based on his rejection of Hegel's idealist concept of man on the 

one hand and his own materialist concept of man on the other. We also see that 

alienation can be a problem only for posthumanists; one can hardly imagine that it could 

have been a problem for Hegel. 

The usefulness of treating Marx's theory of alienation as a starting point of a paradigm 

shift is predicated on the premise that Marx affirms the social and collective dimension of 

man in a way incomparable to anyone before him. It is Marx, so to speak, who first 

broaches reification and "separation" (117) as central problematics for capitalist society, 

both of which have been so often taken for granted and, indeed, defended by bourgeois 

humanists. In analyzing how alienation occurs, Marx theorizes a three-stage process in 

which man experiences the first stage of alienation when his value and function as a 

human being are displaced to the value and function of a laborer; that is, his value as a 

human being is measured according to the amount and quality of labor he sells. Since the 

amount and quality of labor are measured by the amount and quality of products his labor 
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produces, man experiences a second stage of alienation when the value and function of 

his labor are displaced to the value of the products his labor produces. Finally, since the 

amount and quality of the products are measured by money, man experiences a third 

stage of alienation when the amount and value of his products are displaced to money. In 

other words, at the end of this three-stage displacement, money eventually becomes the 

final signifier of man. For Marx, evidently, the problem of alienation is primarily an 

economic problem, and Marx's solution, as we all know, is the Utopia of socialism and 

communism in which the system of private ownership is abolished and replaced by the 

system of collective ownership, a system that allows each member to contribute what he 

can and take what he needs. 

Marx's resistance to alienation has set the agenda for what is to become the paradigm 

of posthumanism found in the writings of Bakhtin, Sartre, and Lacan, a discourse that is 

best understood as a radical modification of humanism.7 Like Marx, these three thinkers 

are concerned with alienation as a central problematic in contemporary Western society, 

and like Marx, their understanding of subjectivity is informed by historical materialism. 

Generally speaking, the ways in which Bakhtin, Sartre, and Lacan approach the problem 

of alienation show a remarkable resemblance in that they tend to identify it not as an 

economic problem but as an epistemological problem, a problem of knowledge. For 

them, alienation prevails because we have committed the error of misconceiving the 

epistemic status of the Other and its relationship to the Self, and the solution they propose 

is a reconsideration of this relationship. One amazing effect of this reconsideration is, to 

use Spivak's term, an "epistemic violence" {Subaltern Studies 209) they initiate, a 
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violence that endows the Other with the power of a co-signifier, a constituent for the 

formation of the Self and vice versa. The goal of such violence is to define a non-

assertive, non-oppressive, and non-imperialist subject position, which is always an 

intersubjective position. 

In exploring posthumanism as it intersects the writings of Bakhtin, Sartre, and Lacan, I 

focus on their social, historical, and political implications. Generally speaking, the 

posthumanism in Bakhtin can be identified in a number of theoretical texts, notably, 

Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, Speech Genres and Other Essays, and Art and 

Answerability.8 I would like to concentrate my discussion on Art and Answerability, 

written as a piece of aesthetic theory. Bakhtin devotes a lengthy chapter discussing the 

aesthetic relationship between the author and the hero, which may be taken as a model for 

the general Self/Other relationship. In theorizing the author/hero relationship, Bakhtin 

shows that the aesthetic activity of the author is that of "creation" (7) and that and the 

author's role is that of an active "creator" (7). Here, "creation" means construction of the 

hero's image as a "whole" (5), as an "integral countenance" (6). The hero, on the other 

hand, is seen as the object of the author's creative activity. 

In explaining how this kind of aesthetic creation takes place, how the "wholeness" of 

the hero's image is constituted, Bakhtin maintains that the author's creation is determined 

by how he conceives his relationship with the hero, how he reacts and responds to the 

hero as an object of creation. Here the author is designated as an outsider who occupies a 

position "outside" the hero, a position that "enables [him]... to collect and concentrate 

. . . [the whole] of the hero, who, within himself, is diffused and dispersed in the 
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projected world of cognition" by "supplying all those moments which are inaccessible to 

the hero . . . such as a full outward image, an exterior, a background behind his back.. 

(14) but are "transgredient" (27) to him. The hero, on the other hand, is designated as an 

insider who can only experience what is "inside" (15) himself, which is inaccessible to 

the author. In this sense, the "wholeness" or the "consummation" of the hero is 

constituted by the author's outside knowledge of the hero on the one hand and by the 

hero's inside knowledge of himself on the other, and this inside and outside division 

determines that the author's creation/reaction is constitutive just as the hero's inner 

experience is constitutive of the author's relationship to the hero; without this 

relationship, neither the author nor the hero exists. In this new author/hero relationship, 

the hero is no longer seen as a cognitive projection, a spokesman of the author s mind, 

instead, as Bakhtin puts it, the hero is seen as "a new human being on a new plane of 

experience—a plane of existence where the hero himself is incapable of being born for 

himself and through his own power" (14). We may take the aesthetic relationship 

between the author and the hero as a conceptual model for formulating the relationship 

between the Self and the Other. This means that we may see the hero in terms of the Self 

and the author in terms of the Other; after all, what Bakhtin has been trying to put across 

is a simple yet profound philosophy: the birth of the Self- the birth of the hero- is 

contingent upon the active participation of the Other~the author. 

For Sartre, the Other as an ontological constituent of the Self is framed as a post-

phenomenological argument that seeks to redefine the deeper meaning of being. What 

Sartre discovers, which is also the central thesis of Being and Nothingness, is, indeed, a 
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being that is there not to serve itself but to serve the Other. In establishing being for the 

Other as a new ground for phenomenology Sartre is faced with two preliminary tasks. 

While the first is to establish "nothingness" or "negation" as the basic ontological status 

of being, the second is to establish the "existence of the Other" as the necessary condition 

of the existence of being. In pursuing the first task, Sartre appeals to the primacy of 

existence over essence, which means a denial of Christian essentialism. Having freed 

man from being the object of God's creation, Sartre goes on to develop his own theory of 

being, which is being for the Other. In arguing that the Other should be acknowledged as 

the necessary condition of being, Sartre evokes "shame" to show how the sense of shame 

comes about. Sartre argues that shame is not a consciousness obtained through private 

"reflection" (197) but through his exposure to and interaction with the Other. In the 

example Sartre gives, he shows that if someone has made an "awkward" or "vulgar 

gesture" (197), he will not feel ashamed unless he is seen by another and realizes that he 

has to appear before this another person. For Sartre, it is "the presence of another in my 

consciousness," which is "incompatible with the reflective attitude" that has triggered the 

sense of shame; therefore, Sartre concludes that "I am ashamed of myself as I appear to 

the other" (197-98). Using this example, Sartre is able to induce the larger ontological 

question; that is, where do we locate being? Sartre's answer may be summarized in the 

statement: "I am as the Other sees me" (198), or I am as I appear to the Other, which 

means that I will cease to be the moment I am out of the Other's vision. The relationship 

between "me" and the Other's vision is thus an "inter-monad" relation (198), one that 

unlocks the power of the Other by designating it as the one who can "reveal to me what I 
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am," and one who "establishes me in a new type of being which can support new 

qualifications" (198). And Sartre says that this type of new being is one that "was not in 

me potentially before the appearance of the Other, for it could not have found any place 

in the For-itself " (198). In restoring the Other to a status of power Sartre is also arguing 

the object dimension of "I." For Sartre, to acknowledge that I exist in the recognition of 

the Other is to acknowledge that "I" is an object of the Other's vision and vice versa, 

which means that for "I" to gain a status as a subject, "I" must first of all render itself as 

an object. Situating himself in opposition to Descartes's cogito, Husserl's 

"transcendental ego," and Hegel's "Master/Slave dialectic, Sartre argues that this 

tradition has committed the error of excluding the Other from conceiving who we are, 

and worse still, of designating the Other as an object of control, as in the case of Hegel. 

Lacan's project is generally seen as an "attempt to 'rewrite' Freudianism in ways 

relevant to all those concerned with the question of the human subject, its place in 

society, and above all its relationship to language (Sarup 10). According to Sarup, 

Lacan's originality lies in his reinterpretation of Freud "in the light of structuralist and 

poststructuralist theories of discourse" (10). Lacan's relation to Hegel, on the other hand, 

especially his indebtedness to Hegel's dialectical method, is now beginning to intrigue his 

commentators. Teresa Brennan, for example, notes that "what was really innovative in 

Lacan was the interleaving of dialectical (Hegelian) thinking and structural analysis" (7). 

What I am most interested in Lacan is how we may recast the structuralist, 

poststructuralist, and Hegelian Lacan into a posthumansist Lacan. It seems to me that 

there are two aspects in Lacan that make him distinctly posthumanist, the aspects that 
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allow us to place him in the company of Marx, Sartre, and Bakhtin. One is the anti-

humanist position he takes in his rewriting of Freud. From the very beginning of his 

project Lacan realizes that the position he takes is opposed to "any philosophy directly 

issuing from the Cogito" (1). The other aspect is Lacan's application of Otherness in his 

reformulation of the formation of "I." Because of Lacan's affluent intellectual affiliation, 

for example, his complicity with structural linguistics, phenomenology, and 

existentialism, examining Lacan's posthumanism makes it necessary to make references 

to those from whom Lacan has absorbed intellectual nourishment. As is well-known, 

Lacan's ideas are mostly presented in the form of essays, lectures, and papers among 

which there are two essays that seem to represent Lacan's thoughts about Otherness more 

systematically and emphatically than in others, and these two essays are The Mirror 

Stage as Formative of the Function of the I" and "The Subversion of the Subject and the 

Dialectic of Desire in the Freudian Unconsciousness." I will limit my discussion to the 

first essay, delivered as a paper at the sixteenth International Congress of Psychoanalysis 

in Zurich in 1949. In this paper Lacan laid out what becomes one of the central themes to 

which he will later return again and again: the social construction of the subject, the "I." 

Identifying the mirror stage, the stage between the sixth to eighteenth month, as the 

formative stage in which the child first becomes aware of his "identification"^) as a 

subject through the stimulus of his own image in the mirror- the image of the Other, 

Lacan argues that the mirror stage represents a stage of "transformation" (2), one that 

marks the point when the child first learns to "objectify" (2) himself in the "dialectic 

identification with the other" (2). And Lacan insists that the "power" that bestows this 
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identification upon the child does not come from within but from without, from 

"exteriority" (2), and this external power also determines that the child as the total form 

of the body" (2) is "more constituent than constituted" (2). In this sense, the formation of 

"I" becomes a process of "social construction" before which the child exists only in a 

"fictional direction" (2). In emphasizing "the subject's dependency on the Other" 

(Benvenuto 173) and, therefore, reversing the power of determination from the inside to 

the outside, Lacan is clearly rejecting the philosophical tradition starting from Descartes, 

a position to which Lacan has remained faithful throughout his writings. It is also a 

rejection of Freud's theory of libidinal dynamism that designates sexual drive as the 

primary motor force for self-obj edification. A related thesis Lacan touches upon in this 

essay is the function of language as the individual's unique locus of reality, a thesis he 

later elaborates in "The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis." 

Central to Lacan's theory of language is a strong tendency to delimit the biological. For 

Lacan, language is always a social phenomenon, and since language is always already 

there even before the child is born, the purity of biological data will always be 

contaminated by the social baggage. For Lacan, language is ultimately what mediates 

between biological facts and reality. Equally central to Lacan s theory of language is his 

materialist position that stresses the reciprocity, response, and reception of speech, in this 

case, the patient's speech, a position very much resembling that of Bakhtin's. For Lacan, 

"the function of language is not to inform but to evoke" (86); therefore, "there is no 

speech without a reply" (40).9 

It should now be clear how posthumanism as a new paradigm intersects the texts of 
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Marx, Bakhtin, Sartre, and Lacan. We have seen that the posthumanists' splitting of the 

subject by means of Otherness has been more thorough than Hegel's doubling of Spirit. 

We have also seen the extent to which the posthumanists are indebted to the Hegel s 

dialectical method. In what follows, I extend posthumanism beyond its indigenous 

Western boundary to forge a connection with its Eastern Other— Chinese Taoism, a 

connection that will shed new light on both Eastern philosophy and Western thoughts. 

In Western culture in general, humanity and Nature are seen as two separate systems 

within the larger system of universe, and in the post-Renaissance era, Man is always 

placed at the center of the universe. This is not, however, the case with traditional 

Chinese culture in which humanity is not posited as a separate system of Nature. In 

traditional Chinese culture, Man occupies a far less prominent place in cosmology than in 

the West. When the word "being" is used in the Western context, we all know that it 

refers to human being, concrete or abstract. In the Chinese context, on the other hand, the 

word "being" does not always mean human being; it may mean human being or Nature or 

both. When used in Lao Tzu's Tao te-ching, being actually refers to the entire universe, 

including both human being and non-human being. 

The ground on which we may bring posthumanism and Taoism together is the 

dialectical mode of thinking that emphasizes the need of a second force for activating the 

first principle. Just as the posthumanists advocate dialectic as a conceptual principle in 

conceiving the Self/Other relationship, so Lao Tzu is committed to dialectic as a 

guideline in conceiving relationships of all kinds, including non-human relationships.10 

However, if we look at Lao Tzu's dialectical theory closely, we find that his is a more 
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radical version than that advocated by his Western friends. According to Lao Tzu, every 

concept can be divided into two doubles, thesis and antithesis, and the presence of one 

depends on that of the other and vice versa. And since such dependency is absolute, Lao 

Tzu goes a step further to equate thesis with antithesis, saying that ultimately they are 

identical and transferable. For example, in explaining what Tao is, Lao Tzu says that 

Tao is simultaneously the "origin" and the "outcome" of the "Heaven and Earth," and 

that "the two are the same" (97). In the same context, Lao Tzu also uses non-being to 

describe origin and being to describe outcome, thus making being and non-being 

identical. In splitting Tao into being and non-being and in posing non-being as the 

antithesis of being, Lao Tzu is able to develop a dialectic schema in which the universe is 

organized into numerous categories of thesis and antithesis. Technically speaking, of 

course, non-being here means nothingness, void, or vacuousness, but for Lao Tzu non-

being has just much ontological status as being. In the following quotes, Lao Tzu 

explains why we should understand a concept with recourse to its opposite: 

Being and non-being produce each other; 

Difficult and easy complete each other; 

Long and short contrast each other; 

High and low distinguish each other; 

Sound and voice harmonize each other; 

Front and behind accompany each other (101). 

What underlies this citation is a sense of simultaneity, a sense that any concept cannot 

signify on its own unless aided by the presence of its opposite, the Other, and since the 
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absence of the opposite will engender the absence of the given concept, then the two will 

always go together; that is, they are either present or absent simultaneously. Whichever 

the case is, the presence of one and absence of the other will never be possible, for 

example, we cannot understand what "difficult" means without recourse to the concept of 

"easy". Based on the principle of simultaneity, Lao Tzu is able to push dialectic to its 

extreme and suggest that any pair of opposites is ultimately identical. In Lao Tzu s 

radical dialectic, one concept yields two identifications; for example, empty 

simultaneously occupies the semantic space of empty and that of full, and the same holds 

true for full. One might wonder: what about differences? Are empty and full different in 

any way? Of course, one should not imagine that Lao Tzu intends to obliterate 

differences but rather to espouse a philosophy of quietism and non-action. Throughout 

Tao te-ching Lao Tzu repeatedly admonishes his people not to "compete" with one 

another, not to "brag" (143), but to "act only without action" (103). And Lao Tzu says 

that the highest state of being is a "return" to Tao, something that one can achieve only by 

maintaining "complete vacuity" and "steadfast quietude (128). 

To grasp the full meaning of dialectical posthumanism finally requires us to 

distinguish it from constructionist posthumanism initiated by Nietzsche, whose 

philosophical position is generally seen as punctuating the beginning of the philosophical 

movement known as "postmodernism" (about whose meaning critics have often 

quarreled, critics like Huyssen, Hassen, Hutcheon, Jencks, Jameson, Habermas, Lyotard 

and others).11 My intention here is not to rehearse the numerous definitions or debates. I 

am interested in examining a double-facet of postmodernism; that is, the extent to which 
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postmodernism drifts away and adheres to the humanist tradition. Whereas the point of 

departure between postmodernism and humanism allows us to recast postmodernism as 

constructionist posthumanism, their continuity, on the other hand, enables us to capture 

the point at which the two kinds of posthumanism diverge. As a radical historical critic, 

much of Nietzsche's philosophy may be seen as a prolonged quarrel with the 

Enlightenment, a quarrel that can be traced along two axes. First, intertwined in 

Nietzsche's writings in general is a rejection of fundamentalism/essentialism that goes 

side by side with anti-historicism, anti-materialism, and anti-totalitarianism. This 

revulsion from totality, the truth with a capital T, and the desire for the real leads 

Nietzsche to the alternative of perspectivism or depositivism that raises doubts on the 

validity of any single perspective. Truth is true, Nietzsche tells us, in so far as it is 

perspectival, which is always subjective. Second, closely related to Nietzsche's 

insistence on the subjective criterion of truth is his obsession with the symbolic as the 

sole site on which truth may be grounded. Nietzsche's position, in short, is one that 

privileges the subjective over objectivity and the symbolic over reality, and it is precisely 

this position that we find prevalent in the writings of Derrida, Lyotard, Baudrillard, 

Rorty, and some parts of Foucault.12 

To a large extent, Derrida's critique of Western metaphysics in Of Grammatology may 

be seen as an extension of Nietzsche's project of eradicating the binary division of the 

sign: the signified and the signifier, the division Derrida calls "logocentrism' or 

"phonocentrism." For Derrida, this division is obnoxious because it presupposes "a 

totality of the signifier" that is "constituted by the [totality of the] signified" that 
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"preexists" it; in so doing, this division obliterates "difference" (18) and, therefore denies 

absence as the condition of writing. The goal of Derrida's grammatology is to call for the 

End of the Book- the transcendental signified, the Master Book of Bible- and to 

establish absence as the new condition of writing. Derrida's endorsement of Nietzsche's 

subjectivist understanding of the sign may be seen in his assessment of Nietzsche: " . . . 

Nietzsche, far from remaining simply... within metaphysics, contributed a great deal to 

the liberation of the signifier from its dependence or derivation with respect to the logos 

and the related concept of truth or the primary signified, in whatever sense that is 

understood" (19). 

For Lyotard, the Nietzschean privileging of the subjective and the symbolic is best 

seen in the parallel between Nietzsche's perspectivism and Lyotard's "incredulity toward 

metanarratives" (xxiv). Here Lyotard uses metanarratives to refer to abstract scientific, 

institutional, and bureaucratic knowledge whose final destination is legitimation. For 

Lyotard, this totalization and legitimation of abstract knowledge must be questioned and 

replaced by what he calls "narrative knowledge" that "does not give priority to the 

question of its own legitimation and that it certifies itself in the pragmatics of its own 

transmission without having recourse to argumentation or proof' (27), and this is exactly 

what Habermas, attacking Lyotard, calls "the crisis of legitimation"). But Lyotard's 

narrative pluralism is never a "relativism" (Babich 250). On the contrary, Lyotard's 

pragmatics of knowledge works by way of Nietzsche's perspectivism in that both 

question the humanist emphasis on the centrality and authority of the subject. Just as 

Nietzsche's perspectivism challenges the possibility of any univocal truth, so Lyotard's 
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pluralism undergirds the validity of any one true narrative story. 

In the case of Baudrillard, Nietzsche's obsession with the symbolic, the signifier, is 

put to good use in his semiological social theory, a theory of simulation (167). 

Recognizing that Western capitalist societies at the end of the twentieth century have 

reached a stage when "consumption" becomes the chief basis of the social order and its 

internal classification, and when modes of communication such as ads and TV programs 

become self-referential, without referents and requiring no response from the audience, 

Baudrillard argues that the consumer objects (here "objects" means commodities) 

constitute a "fundamental mutation in the ecology of human species" in that "men of 

wealth are no longer surrounded by other human beings, as they have been in the past, but 

by objects" (29). As a result, men's "daily exchange is no longer with their fellows, but 

rather... with the acquisition and manipulation of goods and messages..." (29). Based 

on such diagnosis, Baudrillard proposes a semiological approach to the study of 

consumer society as one "hyperreal" "simulacrum" devoid of origin or reality (Selected 

Writings 166). 

Rorty is, perhaps, the only one who is less enthusiastic about severing the signifier 

from the signified, acknowledging, at least, that "the world is out there." But what kind 

of world is Rorty's? It is a world that cannot signify by itself: " The world is out there, 

but descriptions of the world are not. Only descriptions of the world can be true or false. 

The world on its own-unaided by the describing activities of human beings-cannot" (5). 

While few would argue with Rorty over the assumption that truth is "made rather than 

found" (3), and even fewer now would go so far as to equate facts with truth, still, some 
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will argue with him over the assumption that truth-making is solely a subjective activity, 

the business of the human mind, and that we can talk about truth-making by assuming 

that the world and descriptions are two unrelated, uncrossed categories like two parallel 

lines that, by mathematic rules, will never come to any point of convergence. What Rorty 

offers us, through the ironist's sense of "contingency" (3), is not a denial of the existence 

of the world, but the kind of world he offers us is so passive, so powerless, so vulnerable, 

valuable only insofar as it waits around to be described by the ironist's "final" 

vocabulary. What Rorty offers us is, finally, a hierarchal schema that organizes the 

world/reality and descriptions into active and passive categories, denying, like Nietzsche, 

Derrida, and Baudrillard, the reciprocal, inter-dependent, and inter-constraining 

relationship between the world and descriptions. 

As we have seen, constructionist posthumanism, like dialectical posthumanism, is 

anti-humanist in so far as it rejects the validity of any claim to universal Truth, be it 

Descartes's universal cogito, Rousseau's universal natural freedom, Hegel s universal 

consciousness, and Freud's universal natural instincts, declaring, instead, that truth is 

perspectival (Nietzsche), creative (Derrida), simulated (Baudrillard), and contingent 

(Rorty). Which is to say, any notion of universality, fundamentalism, or totalization is 

incompatible with both kinds of posthumanism, and this incompatibility is precisely what 

sets them apart from humanism and makes them "posthuman." However, while both 

posthumanisms share a common scepticism about universal Truth, they ultimately end up 

with different alternatives. For the constructionist posthumanists, as we have seen, have 

chosen to replace capital/universal Truth with small truths, metanarratives with pluralism. 
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But if we look at this displacement more closely, we find that embedded in it is an 

insistence on the totality, completeness, and self-sufficiency of the individual subject. In 

other words, while constructionist posthumanists regard it as absurd to postulate the 

stability of a universal subject, they all seem to agree on the completeness, stability, and 

self-sufficiency of the individual subject. Even though they repeatedly tell us that truth is 

a matter of construction and invention, we seldom hear them say that the truth-maker, the 

subject, is also a construction. Or, at times when we do occasionally hear them say so, 

they say it to mean what it logically should not mean. Rorty, for example, does suggest 

the "the contingency of selfhood," encouraging us not to succumb to the blind impress 

which chance has given him" but to "make a self for himself' (43). But Rorty suggests 

that we do so only by "redescribing that impress in terms which are, if only marginally, 

his own" (43). The implication here is that Rorty's self can be remade only from within, 

by means of the self s own redescriptions. To some extent, Nietzsche, Derrida, and 

Baudrillard all share Rorty's belief in the self-creation of the self; they all share Rorty's 

assumption that the self as a signifier is a closed system; it is indeterminate and 

contingent in so far as it is subject to recreation and redescription by the self from within. 

What this self-creation finally means is that in displacing Truth from the humanist 

universal subject to the individual subject, constructionist posthumanists have not 

succeeded in dismantling the foundation of humanism- the subjective and individualistic 

character identified by Russell; therefore, the displacement, evaluated within this 

historical framework, may be seen as a variant or a continuity of humanism in this 

specific sense. 
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But this continuity seldom has been identified; many critics writing on postmodernism 

are still in the habit of seeing postmodernism as being purely anti-humanist; they have 

simply missed the crucial junction where constructionist posthumanism and humanism 

converge. Aside from Soper and Janmohamed who take this position, one that I already 

have commented on in the introduction, Richard Begam is another critic who clearly 

shares their position. In his otherwise most useful and inspiring discussion on the end of 

modernity, Begam reads postmodernism as "an extended critique of the Enlightenment, 

particularly those aspects of it that are identified with humanism, rationalism, and 

science" {Samuel Beckett 17). Like Begam, Ihab Hassan has also catalogued anti-

humanism of postmodernity.13 Consequently, Begam and Hassan have seen only one 

side of postmodernism-its turn away from humanism, while neglecting the other side of 

it-its often implicit nostalgia for, and reliance on, humanism. But a politically-minded 

critic such as Fredric Jameson has implicitly suggested this continuity in his insistence on 

postmodernism not as "the cultural dominant of a wholly new social order... but [as] 

only the reflex and concomitant of yet another systemic modification of capitalism itself' 

(Jameson xii).14 Jameson's diagnosis that postmodernism is "the simple prolongation of 

more of the same under different sheep's clothing" (xiii) derives from his belief that no 

theory can claim to be "antifundamentalism that really eschews all foundations 

altogether" (Postmodernism xiii). Although Jameson does not directly comment on the 

relationship between postmodernism and humanism, the inevitable complicity of 

capitalism and humanism determines that what Jameson suggests about postmodernism 

and capitalism may be extended to the larger suggestion about the relationship between 
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postmodernism and humanism; that is, we may see postmodernism as an extended project 

of humanism.15 Constructionist posthumanists' nostalgia for the integrity and the 

totality of the individual subject is precisely what finally sets them apart from dialectic 

posthumanists for whom the notion of posthumanism not only means the rejection of a 

totalizing universal subject but also the rejection of a totalizing individual subject as well. 

For dialectic posthumanists, the solution to the humanist subject is to blow up the subject 

from within so that it becomes internally impotent, incomplete, and insufficient as a 

signifier unless aided by the co-signification of the Other. The internal explosion of the 

subject finally gives birth to a new subject which is an intersubject, a co-signifier 

collaboratively constituted by the Self and the Other. 

Yet one must not forget that the posthumanists', except Marx's, explosion of the 

subject is enacted with the help of the epistemological explosive of dialectic. One also 

must not forget that the subject that gets exploded, fragmented, and partitioned is pretty 

much an idealized subject; not much has been said about the possible resistance to the 

explosion and about the conflict and power relationships of the Self and the Other. 

Because dialectical posthumanists, except Marx, have chosen to treat the problem of 

alienation as a problem of superstructure, they have not dealt with the relationship of the 

Self/Other dialectic as an epistemological alternative and the economic system of 

capitalism in which this alternative is supposed to take effect; in so doing, they have left 

unanswered an important question: how can the Self/Other dialectic, which is committed 

to promoting the ethic of Otherness, peacefully co-exist with capitalism that aims at 

stimulating the desire for self-interest? Even if Marx's class theory, his division of 
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society into the oppressor/capitalist and oppressed/proletariat is somewhat outdated, as 

many of his opponents have claimed, even if Baudrillard's new division of society into 

different consumer groups does bear some truth, still, there are differences and power 

struggles among these consumer groups and individuals. The question that dialectical 

posthumanists finally must answer is: how can the Utopian, the rainbow-like Self/Other 

dialectic, be translated into actual social practice within an inherently competitive, 

exploitative, and oppressive capitalist society? We cannot simply weld this gap as we do 

two pieces of metal. 



CHAPTER III 

HUMANISM AND PROTO-POSTHUMANISM: 

FORSTER'S A PASSAGE TO INDIA 

My investigation of posthumanism begins with Forster's proto-posthumamst text A 

Passage to India. I use "proto"- to describe the novel because it embodies a few textual 

occasions that, when closely scrutinized, appear to be posthumanist, though rudimentarily 

and tentatively so. This chapter examines the two sides of Forster: the Forster who 

opposes officialism on the ground of humanism and the Forster who is reluctant to give 

up the superiority of Englishness. Apparently, these two Forsters are inconsistent and 

even contradictory, and Forster's final solution to British India is equally problematic; he 

permits the perpetuation of British Empire by softening Indian animosity by way of 

cross-cultural friendship. While many critics have pointed out the inconsistencies 

embodied in Forster's politics, liberal humanism, almost none has noted that these 

inconsistencies may be seen as marking the point where Forster may be refashioned into a 

proto-posthumanist, one who is no longer committed to liberal humanism yet is unable to 

walk away from it without a lingering sense of nostalgia. As a proto-posthumanist text, A 

Passage to India simultaneously announces the end of humanism and proclaims the 

beginning of posthumanism. 

The relationship between Forster's liberal humanism and imperialism in A Passage to 

India has troubled several generations of critics. Viewing Forster's humanism as fully 
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antithetical to British imperialism, many pre-postcolonial critics have mamly heeded his 

overt dissent from British officialism as well as his liberal ideal of promoting universal 

brotherhood stirring that dissent. These critics, however, have failed to note that inherent 

in Forster's humanism are the contradictions and inconsistencies engendered by Forster's 

ideology of cultural stratification, an ideology that ultimately makes his humanism sound 

more ironic than authentic and fatally undermines his political and ethical coherence. To 

reconsider Forster's politics will, then, necessarily challenge the sure and serene tone that 

has dominated critical discourse on Forsterian humanism. 

In defending Forster's liberal humanism, Lionel Trilling, for example, interprets 

Forster's inability to transcend the lure of imperialism as the rigor of. . . [the novel s] 

objectivity" (124). Similarly, in justifying Forster against D. H. Lawrence's criticism of 

Forster's class bias, Trilling agrees with Forster that one cannot judge people "without 

reference to their class" (18). In writing about A Passage to India, Norman Kelvin 

regards Forster as "one of the most deeply committed humanists of the twentieth-century, 

as well as one of the most sophisticated" (128). Situating Forster in the humanistic 

tradition of the English novel, Peter Faulkner states that A Passage to India has 

established Forster as "a major novelist in the humanistic mode" (116). Reading the 

novel as mainly expressing Forster's "love of India," as Forster himself claims, G. K. Das 

asserts that the novel is "non-imperialistic" when read against "the prevalent imperialistic 

attitudes in the writings about India in the 1920s" (80). These references are just a few 

examples among numerous similar evaluations of Forster.1 

More recently, however, postcolonial critics have questioned the above critics' 
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assumption that Forster's humanism is chastened enough to be purely antithetical to 

imperialism, and indeed the postcolonial analyses they offer have helped us to see the 

other side of Forster, the Forster who thinks that England should rule India, but rule it m a 

more friendly and more pleasant manner. Certainly, for postcolonial critics such as 

Benita Parry and Sara Suleri, the novel founders seriously either on its oscillation 

between denouncing the British occupation of India and resisting India's national 

independence at its best (Parry) or on its "subterranean desire to replay, in twentieth-

century narrative, the . . . history of nineteenth-century domination" at its worst (Suleri 

169).2 But while these critics have been helpful in initiating a reassessment of Forster s 

politics, they have failed to extend their critique of Forster's colonial impulse to the 

limitations inherent in Forster's informing ideology—liberal humanism—and, accordingly, 

they have failed to suggest how, at least theoretically, these limitations may be 

overcome.3 

This chapter will argue that Forster's ideological indeterminacy is primarily rooted in 

the humanist perception of cultural identity, a perception that tends to reinforce cultural 

distinctiveness, difference, and distance in the arena of intercultural positioning and, in so 

doing, provides the epistemic basis for the historical emergence of colonial expansion. 

Through a posthumanist reading of the encounter of the novel's major Anglo-Indian 

characters with its native Indians I will show that Forster's insistence on the 

incommensurability of Englishness and Indianness is ultimately motivated by the desire 

to subordinate the Other into inferior categories so that the ruling of it can be properly 

justified. This chapter will also suggest that "posthumanism"~by this I mean a 
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contemporary ideological constellation that aims at transforming the [humanist] 

foundations of Western thought" (Gisela Brinker-Gabler 1) by restoring the Other into the 

process of identity formation-offers a theoretical as well as an ethical solution to the 

limitations of Western humanism. 

As I have noted in chapter one, Western humanism, which first flourished in the 

Renaissance, has always characterized itself as the struggle to place Man at the center of 

the universe and to defend him against any second force, be it theological, natural, social, 

or cultural. One of the distinctive features of this struggle is the post-Renaissance project 

of constructing the independent and self-sufficient Man, a project that is historically 

institutionalized, with surprisingly little impediment, all the way from the Reformation 

through the Enlightenment to Postmodernity. In constructing absolute subjectivity, many 

post-Renaissance Western thinkers have been concerned with fending off forces that will 

impinge upon the autonomy of the individual, and such a concern is evident, as we have 

seen in chapter 1, in Rousseau's lament over the ubiquitous "chains" that confine the 

"freedom" of the individual citizen (131), in Freud's indictment of culture as being 

"responsible" for suppressing "the superior power of [human] nature" (33), and more 

recently, in Derrida's attempt at setting free the writing subject from the object of writing 

so that "literality" becomes the sole "dwelling place" of meaning (11). Often, in 

limitlessly inflating the ego and inciting the individual's desire for freedom, these 

thinkers have neglected the subjectness of the Other and have said relatively little about 

its ego, desire, and freedom. Instilled into post-Renaissance self-consciousness is thus an 

aggressive impulse that finds a proper outlet in the colonial imagination, one that is 
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rewarded by the expansion of Europe and the imposition of a new world geography on 

the overseas colonies. 

Because of its in-depth insights into the human subject or "Spirit," Hegel's 

Phenomenology of Spirit may be seen as the landmark work of the Western humanist 

tradition. In his metaphysics Hegel shows that however circular a journey the abstract 

Spirit must take in becoming concrete substance, it will always find its way back to itself, 

that is, it will always return to identify with itself as an end, an ontological closure. As 

Hegel writes, "[T]he activity of individuality, all that it does, is in itself an End; the 

employment of its powers, the play of these powers in action, is what gives them life . . . 

(235). Although the dialectical principle does allow Hegel to take into consideration the 

status of the Other~the Other in this case being either the family, the State, or culture-in 

the construction of the individual, one notes that Hegel is more interested in how the 

Other may be made serviceable and useful for the actualization of the individual than in 

how the individual may be made to do the same to the Other; in this sense, the Other for 

Hegel is no more than a means by which the individual becomes substantiated, 

rationalized, and universalized. 

Forster's idea of how a certain cultural identity is constituted as evidenced in A 

Passage to India is congruent with Hegel's theory of how an individual is constructed. In 

the novel, Forster will frequently show that "Englishness" is absolutely incompatible with 

and, accordingly, superior to "Indianness." As a member of the English middle class who 

also deeply cherishes Victorian middle-class values throughout his life, Forster s concept 

of "Englishness" is best understood as "English middle-classness," which, according to 
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Forster, represents the quintessence of England. Using "Englishness" as a yardstick and 

thus almost exclusively attending to the uniqueness, singularity, and peculiarity of each 

culture, Forster tends to organize different cultural behaviors, habits, and values in terms 

of contrast and opposition. More importantly, still, Forster tends to hold on to the belief 

that the differences between Englishness and Indianness are not just temporary, not just 

time- and space-specific; rather, they are transcendental in so far as they are culturally 

and racially determined; they go deep into "character, and thus are absolutely 

irrevocable. The final implication is that a given culture can constitute its own system of 

signification, its own cultural autonomy, one that is independent of intercultural relations. 

It can be argued, then, that in demonstrating that England and India will remain forever 

two separate and incomparable nations and cultural traditions, Forster is simply 

displacing the Hegelian closure from the individual to the collective cultural subject, a 

displacement that consolidates rather than disturbs the continuity of Western humanism. 

However, such a continuity has been challenged by the kind of posthumanism~"the 

humanism of otherness" (Ponzio 108) I examined in Chapter one, which can be found in 

the writings of a number of contemporary thinkers such as Bakhtin, Lacan, and Kristeva.4 

One of the themes uniting these posthumanist thinkers is the argument that the individual 

is an incomplete and insufficient constitution who will always depend on the Other for 

enriching and invigorating selfhood. With this new dimension of Otherness these 

thinkers transform Hegel's self-transparent subjectivity into inter subjectivity by 

relocating the subject in the connection, communication, and interaction between the Self 

and the Other. Bakhtin, for example, argues for the ontological necessity of the Other by 
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showing that the inner self, incapable of evoking "sensational-volitional reaction (31) 

from the Other, exists only in ontological "emptiness and solitariness" (30). Bakhtin also 

argues for the epistemological necessity of the Other by showing that only with the help 

of the Other may one "encompass and consummate" (35) the entirety of one's "outward 

appearance" (Art and Answerability 27). It is only natural that Bakhtin s articulation of 

the Self/Other dialectic should prove useful for postcolonial critics who wish to 

reconsider the status of the Other. I have in mind Edward Said's important work Culture 

and Imperialism, a book that teaches us to deal with the Other not just as a dictionary 

definition, an ivory tower abstraction, but as a concrete and living human being. Central 

to this teaching is a strong appeal for sympathy for the Other, which means, as Said puts 

it, "to think concretely and sympathetically, contrapuntally, about others [rather] than 

only about us" and to avoid "tying to rule others... trying to put them into hierarchies " 

(emphasis mine 336). Implicit in Said's remarks is a reservation about nationalism and 

nativism, an issue that centrally occupies Kwame A. Appiah for whom insistence on a 

distinctive national identity such as Forster's insistence on Englishness in A Passage to 

India is grounded in an appeal to a limited indigenous ethic rather than to what Appiah 

calls "an ethic universal" (353); it therefore must be rejected and replaced by an urge for 

what Terry Eagleton calls "sameness and universal identity" (31). 

I argue that the dissolution of "centrism" advocated by these posthumanist thinkers 

may be used as a conceptual model in understanding interhuman relations of all kinds, be 

they gender, racial, ethnic, religious, linguistic, semiotic, or cultural. What is being 

threatened by these critics is the very desire to privilege sameness over differences, a 
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desire to which can be attributed some of the most troubling human problems such as 

marginalization, suppression, and oppression of the Other.5 Therefore, m threatening the 

autonomy and the stability of any particular identity as it claims to define... a subject s 

existence" (Scott 8), we seem to lose nothing except our preconceptions, ignorance, 

misunderstanding, and prejudice. Also in threatening them, the posthumanists~the 

humanists of the Other-mark a significant ethical advance over their humanist 

predecessors and offer a theoretical solution to the problem Forster was unable to solve 

during his lifetime: the problem of positioning Englishness in relation to Indianness. It is 

this problem that I analyze in detail in this essay. 

Writing about India from the perspective of humanism, Forster is eager to expose the 

British pretense of superiority over the Indians. In the novel, such exposure is clearly 

dramatized in the confrontation between Mrs. Moore and her son, Ronny, the city 

Magistrate. For Ronny, to keep India under British control is necessary; India needs to be 

ruled, because, as he puts it: "India likes [British] Gods" to be there "to do justice and 

keep peace" (51).6 In elevating the British to the image of "Gods," an image evocative of 

positive qualities such as justice, wisdom, perfection, and power, Ronny is creating a 

hierarchy for the two cultures; that is, this elevation simultaneously debases India for its 

incapacity for self-government, an incapacity often associated with infantility and 

immaturity. Seen as a baby country, India thus needs a mature adult to take care of her, 

to make decisions for her, and above all, to claim sovereignty over her. In turn, Ronny's 

remarks suggest the Indians' flattering attitude toward the British. Readers of this novel 

will immediately recognize how self-deluding Ronny's assumption is. The reality is just 
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the opposite-many of the Indians hate the "Gods" and will struggle to drive them out, or 

at least bring them down. For instance, Aziz, the Indian doctor, speaks his doubt about 

the possibility of making friends with the British very early in the novel: 

Why talk about the English?.... Why be either friends with the fellows or not 

friends? Let us shut them out and be jolly. Queen Victoria and Mrs. Bannister 

were the only exceptions, and they're dead. (9) 

Even though we are not sure whether Ronny's attempt to ignore signs of Indian animosity 

results from ignorance or from deliberate distortion, we are sure that such an attempt 

attributes to the Indians such negative qualities as obsequiousness and servility. In other 

words, the British role of "Gods" is putatively not so much a result of colonization as of 

Indian obedience--the Indians have collaborated in promoting the British to the superior 

role of "Gods." Here, Ronny's imperial arrogance not only displays his personal attitude 

toward India, but it also echoes a general British belief in India's incapacity for 

self-government. If we briefly recall the chronology of British rule in India, we perceive 

a remarkable consistency in the British perception of India. Whether it is the Evangelists' 

and the Utilitarians' ambition to "reform" India upon a certain European model, the 

Victorian gentlemen's attempt to "transform" India by means of "good [Victorian] 

examples'" (Hutchins 28), or the duty of Ronny's generation "to hold this wretched 

country by force" (52), the British perception of India as an inferior Other remains largely 

unaltered. 

Here it is relevant to evoke Said's important views on knowledge and power 

developed in Orientalism. The European perception of the Orient, Said argues, provides 
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justification for ruling the Orientals: "Knowledge of the Orient, because generated out of 

[cultural] strength, in a sense, creates the Orient, the Oriental, and his world... (40). As 

Said shows, knowledge and power are so intimately fused that the Orientalist discourse 

has become less concerned with the Orient as a cultural reality than as an illusion and a 

representation. For Said, Orientalism is ultimately "a political vision of reality whose 

structure promotes the difference between the familiar... and the strange (43). Clearly, 

Ronny's imperial image of India is contaminated by the Saidian power-ridden vision: the 

issue here is not whether the Indians have actually beseeched the British to rule them, but 

rather what kind of cultural traditions and forces encourage and valorize such imagining. 

Such traditions and forces must be those capable of generating power, which, in turn, 

consolidates knowledge that further justifies the playing out of power. 

Yet while Forster's humanistic sentiment puts him in opposition to Ronny's officialism 

and aligns him temporarily with the colonized Indians, his belief in the superiority of 

Englishness over non-Englishness ultimately sends him gravitating back to Ronny. 

Forster's pride in and affection for the English middle class are clearly registered in his 

collection of essays, Abinger Harvest (1936): 

The character of the English is essentially middle-class Only in England have 

the middle classes been in power for one hundred and fifty years . . . . Of course 

there are other classes: there is an aristocracy, there are the poor. But it is on the 

middle classes that the eye of the critic rests . . . (3) 

Gauged by the above criteria, Ronny's character, however annoying it may be to many 

Indians, is bound to retain some essential reasonableness, which is dramatized in two 
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scenes in Part I, "Mosque." Let us first consider the scene in which Ronny and Adela 

settle their love relationship. Having witnessed Ronny's rudeness toward Aziz, Adela 

decides to terminate their relationship, and although "[t]he news hurts Ronny very much, 

he nonetheless controls himself and decently placates her: "You never said we should 

marry, my dear girl; you never bound either yourself or me . . . . Don't let this upset you" 

(89). As a result of Ronny's decency and manly self-control, the two lovers are spared an 

emotional embarrassment; they even agree to be "friends" (90). For Forster, though, this 

scene offers a perfect example of British rational behavior, which is utterly beyond any 

native Indian. Forster comments: 

The Bhil who was holding an officer's polo, the Eurasian who drove the Nawab 

Bahadar's car, the Nawab Bahadar himself, the Nawab Bahadar's debauched 

grandson—none would have examined a difficulty so frankly and coolly. (91) 

Worthy of note is that while Forster goes to great length to dramatize the different 

attitude with which Ronny and Adela deal with the Indians, he tries to convince the 

reader that the two possess certain essential commonalities as far as English character 

goes: "Experiences, not character, divided them; they were not dissimilar, as humans go; 

indeed, when compared with the people who stood nearest to them in point of space they 

became practically identical [emphasis mine]" (91). 

If the disengagement scene dramatizes temperance as part of English character, then 

the subsequent car accident focuses on rendering the allied British "calm (97) and 

courage as another aspect of English character. On the way back to Mrs. Moore's 

bungalow, the car that contains Ronny, Adela, and two Indians breaks down. Facing the 



64 

unexpected accident, the Indian, Nawab Bahadar, starts shedding "useless . . . tears" (95) 

while the Eurasian, the Indian driver, without bothering to examine the cause of the 

accident, boasts that he can take them "any dam anywhere" in "five minutes' time" (94). 

It is, however, Ronny and Adela who, "not upset by the accident" (95), calmly examine 

the accident and figure out its cause. Compared with British composure, the Indians 

alleged "fluster" (94) and childishness stand out all the more strikingly. 

As shown by the above examples, Forster's reluctance to give up ethnocentrism, a 

condition that, as Said points out, "licenses a culture to cloak itself in the particular 

authority of certain values over others [emphasis mine]" (The World, the Text, and the 

Critic 53), has no doubt limited his thinking about English-Indian relations. In the above 

episodes, both Ronny and Fielding are presented as rational heroes capable of handling 

both physical and emotional dilemmas with adroitness and sobriety. The juxtaposition of 

British rationality and Indian irrationality is clearly meant to be a critique of the latter by 

means of the former. In so doing, Ronny's former role as the repellent imperial servant 

who revels in humbling the native Indians is now transformed; indeed, here he, along 

with Fielding and Adela, becomes the agent of the critique. For Forster, both Ronny's 

and Fielding's rationality and bravery reflect the best part of the English national 

character. Forster writes in Abinger Harvest: 

When a disaster comes, the English instinct is to do what can be done first, and to 

postpone the feeling as long as possible. Hence, they are splendid at emergencies. 

No doubt they are brave--no one will deny that--but bravery is partly an affair of 

the nerves, and the English nerve system is well equipped for meeting a physical 
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emergency. (7) 

Yet it is partly due to this kind of uncritical lauding of English character that Forster s 

critique of imperialism loses its steadiness and coherence, because Forster fails to 

interrogate the rationalism that, as the cornerstone of English character, has served to 

germinate and nourish imperialism in the course of history. 

In making this assessment, I am, of course, suggesting a continuity between 

rationalism and imperialism, but to perceive this crucial connection we must first see the 

link between rationalism and the emergence of capitalism, which is often seen as 

Empire's bedfellow. At this point, it is relevant to recall Max Weber's study of the 

relation between rationalism and the birth of capitalism in The Protestant Ethic and the 

Spirit of Capitalism. By widely comparing Eastern and Western cultures, Weber is able 

to show that rationalism or the systematic method is unique to the West and that it is this 

rationalist mode of thought that enabled the West to supersede the East in both natural 

and social sciences. Printing, for instance, was originally invented in China, but a 

systematic use of printing--the press and periodicals-only occurred in the West. Having 

designated rationalism as characteristic of Western culture, Weber then is able to 

demonstrate that capitalism as an economic system is made possible in the West only by 

means of "rational organization" (21). In explaining why rationalism triumphs over the 

unlimited lust for gain, Weber argues that rationalism is fundamentally rooted in the 

religious creeds of Calvinism prevalent in the sixteenth century, creeds that regard the 

capitalist pursuit of wealth as not merely an advantage but a "duty" and "virtue" (2). 

According to Weber, then, there is a decisive linkage between Calvinist theology, 
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rationalism, and the emergence of capitalism. The link between capitalism and 

imperialism, on the other hand, is one upon which Weber does not directly comment; yet 

many other historians have designated imperialism as an inevitable offspring of the late 

stage of capitalism. J. A. Hobson, for example, views imperialism as primarily an 

economic extension of advanced capitalism. As he writes, "Imperialism is the endeavor 

of the great controllers of industry to broaden the channel for the flow of their surplus 

wealth by seeking foreign markets and foreign investments to take off the goods and 

capital they cannot sell or use at home" (85). V. I. Lenin has also argued that 

"[i]mperialism emerged as the development and direct continuation of the fundamental 

attributes of capitalism at a definite and very high stage of its development... (88). It is 

no wonder that in giving credit to the socialist/Marxist analysis of imperialism the 

historian Eric Hobsbawm should caution us that "[a]ll attempts to divorce the explanation 

of imperialism from the specific developments of capitalism in the late nineteenth century 

must be regarded as intellectual exercises, though often learned and acute" (73). An even 

more cautious historian than Hobsbawm, Arif Dirlik recently announced a warning 

reminding us of the ideological alliance of postcolonialism and capitalism by pointing out 

that "the postcolonialist argument... distracts from the prolbems presented by global 

Capitalism, and even reinforces the ideology of the latter..." (10). Finally, the link 

between rationalism, capitalism, and imperialism illuminates another crucial complicity 

between rationalism and humanism. As H. J. Blackham's study of humanism shows, 

humanism is fundamentally "anchored in reason," which is "the final standard for the 

humanist"(30), who "puts reason first" (27) and "navigates" by nothing but "reason" (29). 
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Thomas A. Spragens, Jr.'s critical study of liberalism/humanism also reveals how 

rationalism, as one of the "fundamental tenets of liberal thoughts, has "eroded" (VIII) the 

lofty aspirations of "humaneness" (VII) that liberalists originally purported to espouse. 

The final implication is that one will concur, at least theoretically, that a humanist like 

Forster can hardly be a thorough anti-imperialist, if one takes seriously these complex 

historical complicities. 

If Weber's study reveals the cultural origin of rationalism, then, a later study of 

rationalism by Adorno and Horkheimer illuminates numerous negative outcomes it has 

incurred for contemporary Western society. What the age of Enlightenment--the Age of 

"fortune"—bequeaths to its posterity, argue Adorno and Horkheimer, is but all kinds of 

"misfortune[s]" (XV), one of which is that reason begets immorality (118). As Adorno 

and Horkheimer show, there is an "indissoluble union of reason and crime..." (118). 

The shocking truth is that, they tell us, '"heaven vouchsafes these riches to those whose 

hands are soiled by the murder of wives and children, by sodomy, assassination, 

prostitution, and atrocities; to reward me for these shameful deeds, it offers me wealth 

(118). Of course, the gravest "misfortune" bred by Enlightenment is Fascism in the form 

of Anti-Semitism. In analyzing twentieth-century Anti-Semitism, Adomo and 

Horkheimer attribute the brutal desire to exterminate the Jews to "a kind of dynamic 

idealism" (171) spurred by the rationalized motive to loot in the name of saving the 

family and the nation. Indeed, the kind of internal looting of the Jews by the German 

fascists differs from the kind of external robbery of the Orientals by the Europeans only 

in degree, not in kind. 
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Having seen the internal continuity between rationalism, capitalism, and imperialism, 

we are now in a better position to assess Forster's loss of ideological steadiness in 

handling Ronny. Since adherence to humanism clearly leaves no ground for evaluating 

India against the British criteria and allows no space for glorifying England for the 

purpose of denigrating India, the kind of humanism Forster promotes in the novel casts 

some troubling shadows. Moreover, Forster's endorsement of rationalism—the root-cause 

of imperialism-shown in his uncritical affirmation of Ronny's rational behavior-leaves 

him open to charge of cultural elitism, which remains a recurrent problem Forster is 

unable to solve within his own cultural value system. 

Hunt Hawkins has usefully noted two limitations of Forster s critique of imperialism. 

The first is that while opposing imperialism on the grounds of friendship, Forster has 

neglected "much larger, if less personal reasons, for opposing imperialism," reasons such 

as "economic exploitation" (60). The second concerns Forster s insistence on cultural 

differences which cannot be bridged . . . " (61). While I fully consent to Hawkins s two 

local observations, I must point out that Hawkins has failed to recognize that these two 

limitations are finally imputable to the fundamental beliefs of humanism. Such failure 

further leads Hawkins to the highly problematic conclusion that despite "several 

important drawbacks, Forster's anti-imperial argument has the advantage of being . . . 

presumably persuasive" (54). A similar line of argument is made by Philippa Moody 

who describes Forster's non-committal attitude as a gesture of liberal irony. While 

Moody insinuates that the "danger" (58) of liberalism lies in the possible "inactivity" (58) 

on the part of the ironist, he also makes clear that despite this "danger," liberalism still 
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embodies the undeniable "virtues" of "inclusiveness and clarity of insights" (63). Most 

obviously, Moody's irony-argument falls short of persuasiveness precisely because he 

has overlooked the important fact that there is one premise that Forster never intends to 

ironize: England should rule India. 

Forster's wavering stance toward Ronny is equally manifest in his handling of Mrs. 

Moore, who appears to have all good intentions of showering India with love and 

understanding. Yet a closer look at her thoughts about Ronny's "God" image suggests 

that what really disturbs and dismays the angelic old lady upon her arrival in India is not 

so much the consequences of official imperialism to the Indians as to the fate of Empire. 

There can be no doubt that Mrs. Moore is deeply upset by the British officials' contempt 

for and mistreatment of the Indians-for example, she is saddened by the club members' 

exclusion of the Indians from their circle to prevent their identity as colonizers from 

being sullied by the local Indian "squalor." For Mrs. Moore, "whom the club had 

stupefied" (28), this gesture of exclusion is hideous and inhuman; it therefore must be 

remedied. Her creed is very simple: "The English are out here to be pleasant" (53). But 

the kind of regret Ronny evokes in her, one notes, is not really the regret for the historical 

emergence of Empire; rather, it is the regret for Ronny's generation, which has virtually 

ruined Empire with its ill-bred manners. Knowing that Empire, being served by Ronny 

and the like, has incurred among the Indians much hatred and revulsion, both of which 

are inimical to the permanence of the British rule in India, she concludes that the last 

chance to salvage Empire is to rectify this mishandling, and, more important, to replace it 

with a different mode of rule~a more pleasant one. Yet in Ronny and other imperial 
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servants, Mrs. Moore sees no chance of such salvage, as they betray no sign of regret for 

what they have done to the Indians. Thus, from the depth of her heart springs her deepest 

regret for Ronny's lack of self-regret: "One touch of regret... would have made him 

[Ronny] a different man, and the British Empire a different institution" (53). Clearly, 

then, it is a different institution of Empire that she desires, a different mode of 

colonization that she dreams of and tries to initiate by means of her own exemplary 

behavior, such as in the Mosque. 

Yet Mrs. Moore's espousal of a new Empire as an alternative to the old one poses a 

problem: if, as she claims, India is "part of the earth" (53), then India and England are 

but two equal nations, and should respect each other's sovereignty and independence. But 

to grant the presence of Empire-to allow its territorial occupation of another nation-even 

by means of "a different institution," as she craves, is to create a master/slave relation, 

one that proves later in the novel to supersede any other relations between the colonizer 

and the colonized. This should be so understood because whether the master is pleasant 

or tyrannical, he is still the master, and will always project the same negative or even 

destructive psychological effects upon the natives. Here Aziz's encounter with Major 

Calendar's circle early in the novel and his subsequent meeting with Fielding will 

illuminate my point. Upon receiving Major Calendar's summoning note, Aziz visits the 

Major's bungalow, the approach to which occasions his fear of "a gross snub" (14). To 

avoid being scorned, he compromises the Indian habit by having the driver stop the tonga 

outside "the flood of light that fell across the veranda" (14). But as if to prove his fearful 

premonition, Aziz is received by the English ladies with the exact "gross snub" he has 
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dreaded. This feeling of inferiority hurts him so deeply that he must visit the Mosque to 

regain his lost dignity by immersing himself in his own Islamic attitude toward life and in 

the soothing rhythms of the Persian poem. What Aziz longs for, after all, is, as the 

Persian poet desires, "the secret understanding of the heart," a longing that even arouses 

him to "tears" (17). 

Ironically, however, the same sense of inferiority keeps plaguing Aziz even when he 

consorts with the amiable and friendly Fielding with whom he is no less conscious of his 

Indian secondariness, be it caused by his own "detestable" (73) bungalow, the alleged 

Indian "unpunctuality" (140), or Indian untidiness. Although Aziz does find in Fielding 

friendship and affection, he still cannot free himself from the same grip of the slave 

mentality that takes hold of him when dealing with the insidious and insulting officials. 

The only difference is that, with Fielding, Aziz's enmity is melted by their mutual 

friendship; but, as we have seen, friendship here is far from enough to alleviate his sense 

of inferiority—the deepest sense of self-negation—which is also far more psychologically 

damaging and self-destructive than the sense of enmity. This sense of inferiority, I argue, 

is preconditioned by none other than the subject/object division Mrs. Moore longs to 

perpetuate, and one that has effectively subjugated Aziz to the category of the 

"subordinate" (15), a category that has murdered his sense of dignity, pride, and 

self-confidence. It is, then, safe to suggest that what Mrs. Moore, and Forster, too, finally 

seek to investigate is not whether or not India should be colonized but how it should be 

colonized by the British. 

But amply dramatized as it is, Aziz's lack of the power to resist is scarcely meant to 
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suggest the causal relation between the presence of the sovereign masters and the slave 

consciousness of the colonized subject. More often than not, such consciousness is 

explained away by the evocation of local Indian sensitivity or rather oversensitivity to 

foreign habits and manners, a quality that often leads Aziz to the habitual playing down 

of Indianness on the one hand and slavish mimicking of English conventions on the other. 

The reader is reminded that Aziz's fear of being snubbed when approaching Major 

Callendar's bungalow precisely grows out of "the sensitive edges of him," which also 

prompt him to act "courteously" (14) toward the arrogant English ladies. Such sensitivity 

also makes him "terribly worried" when preparing for the "expedition" (139) to the 

Marabar Caves, and the fear "to acquit himself dishonorably" (140) scares him to death. 

Held up as a target for ridicule and slight, the silliness, buffoonery, and undue deference 

of Aziz's actions can just as well be made to match the politics he asserts at the end of the 

novel: 

Down with the British anyway. That's certain. Clear out, you fellows, double 

quick, I say. We may hate one another, but we hate you most. If I don't make you 

go, Ahmed will, Karim will, if it's fifty-five hundred years we shall get rid of you, 

yes, we shall drive every blasted Englishman into the sea . . . (361) 

Apparently, Aziz's image as a nationalist is seriously damaged by two deliberate 

Forsterian put- downs. First, the language that brings out the manner in which Aziz 

declares his politics falls short of portraying a serious and capable nationalist. Enraged 

by Fielding's mockery of Indian nationalism, Aziz is shown to have no better way of 

responding than to "dance this way and that, not knowing what to do" (361) but to "cr[y]" 
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out a series of anti-British slogans. The second is Aziz's actual wording of this 

statement, one that lays bare Aziz's deferential habit of playing down Indianness in order 

to sound English by mimicking bona fide English idioms such as "you fellows," and 

"double quick, I say," even in his most anti-British moment. 

Forster's interpretation of Indianness as the embodiment of inferior categories 

becomes more evident when we compare his Indian characters with those frequently 

found in such later Indian novels as K. S. Venkataramani's Kandan, The Patriot and 

Bhabani Bhattacharya's So Many Hungers. Unlike A Passage to India, these two novels 

portray Indian characters not as bearers of negative qualities such as cowardice, panic, 

and childishness but as sensible nationalists actively engaged in the "Quit India" 

movement through whom the other side of Indianness, absent from A Passage to India, is 

revealed: bravery, poise, and determination. In Kandan, the Patriot, for example, the 

Indians display the same superb courage and calm Forster attributes to Ronny and 

Fielding; the only difference is that the situation facing the Indians is graver: it is neither 

the termination of an engagement (Ronny) nor one's friend s unexpected arrest 

(Fielding). It is a matter of life or death. The following passage illustrates how Kandan, 

the protagonist, and his friends react to a life-threatening moment in a bloody 

confrontation with the imperial police: 

Ponnan received a shot at the calf-muscle, but still moved on limping to where 

Kandan was standing, calm and collected. Still the bullets were flying about, 

everyone rushing hither and thither. But Rangan and Pajeswari, Kandan and 

Sarasvati stood their ground with wonderful calm and presence of mind (emphasis 



74 

mine). (278) 

Another example of Indian bravery is found in So Many Hungers when Rahoul, the 

central character, rushes out of his University laboratory to challenge the police force. 

Seeing from his laboratory window his countrymen marching down the street with the 

national flag in their hands and the police force attacking them and trampling down the 

national flag, Rahoul forgets himself and the danger enfolding him, dashes down to the 

street "through the jostle of the crowd, purposive, possessed by one thought: Hold up the 

flag! Nothing else seemed to matter" (92). The revelation of this other side of Indianness 

apparently resists Forster's often neat, rigid, and simplified binary division of cultural 

differences, a resistance that supports what Homi Bhabha calls '"the gap' or emptiness 

of the signifier that punctuates... difference" {Nation and Narration 299). 

Like Mrs. Moore, Fielding, though resentful of officialism, shows his inability to 

envision a non-colonized cultural location for India. As scholars have noted, the fictional 

Aziz-Fielding friendship can be explained away with Forster's affection toward his 

Indian friend, Syed Ross Masood, whom Forster twice visited in India. Forster himself 

also makes clear in Two Cheers for Democracy that A Passage to India is dedicated to 

Masood without whom the novel "would never have been written (292). First, the 

humanist in Fielding can be best seen in the sincerity with which he tries to befriend 

Aziz, an attempt which is both unconventional and challenging during this historical 

period. Even when Fielding does not know Aziz well, he generously trusts him and 

invites him to tea, a thing which has not been done more than once or twice by other 

Anglo-Indians in Chandrapore. The two, as if compelled by some mysterious force, 
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immediately become intimate friends. Fielding's condescending presence at Aziz's 

shabby bungalow moves Aziz to such an extent that he gratefully rewards him by sharing 

his emotional privacy—his deceased wife's photo—with the English friend. Their 

friendship is further developed when Fielding flouts the convention to visit Aziz during 

the latter's ailment and culminates in their allied defense in the trial scene. In the novel, 

Forster makes clear that the dynamic that motivates Fielding's fervor to practice 

cross-cultural friendship is his firm belief in personal relations, a belief characteristic of 

Forster's own. Readers of Forster will, perhaps, not forget his well-known liberal hope 

that he might choose to betray his nation rather than his friend, and during the rape trial, 

Forster, through Fielding, shows how one can sacrifice one's nationhood for the sake of 

one's friendship. Indeed, one should have little doubt about Forster's liberal sincerity in 

fostering universal brotherhood. 

I argue here that Fielding's desire for cross-cultural friendship embodies a rudimentary 

spark of a posthumanist's desire to connect with the Other. Regardless of the nature of 

connection, the desire of an Englishman wishing to be friend of a member of the subject 

race itself undermines the cultural divide of Englishness and Indianness. On the one 

hand, Fielding's need for an Indian friend within the social structure of imperialism does 

suggest his dissatisfaction with the conventional wisdom that locates Englishness outside 

the realm of Indianness. On the other hand, this need also suggests a new way of 

defining Englishness; that is Englishness can only be located in the connection between 

Englishness and Indianness and nowhere else. To be English is to be a friend of Indians 

and vice versa. What Fielding ultimately demonstrates is a sense of incompleteness of 
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Englishness as it is defined against itself. In this sense, Fielding may be seen as an 

incomplete character who is constantly aware of himself as an incomplete constitution 

and thus seeks to reach out to the Other who will supplement the fullness of his selfhood. 

Worthy of note, however, is that the kind of posthumanist sense of Otherness manifest in 

Fielding is limited, though enlightening as it is, because like Mrs. Moore, Fielding 

ultimately shows is inability to envision a non-colonized cultural location for India. Like 

Mrs. Moore, Fielding resolutely condemns official imperialism; he does so even at the 

cost of alienation from his own folk. Because of his sympathy for the Indians, Fielding 

does not mix with his own people: the only attention the club holds for him is "tennis and 

billiards" (65). And when the Adela crisis comes, he would rather resign from the club 

and renounce his own people than abandon Aziz. But, perhaps, more thoroughly 

committed than Mrs. Moore to the belief in personal relations, Fielding is the quicker to 

action and the more adamant during the rape trial. 

But while letting Fielding go out of his way to be genial to Aziz, Forster also has him 

perpetuate the divide between the public and the private, a divide that ultimately scorns 

the former in favor of the latter.7 Faced with Hamidullah's poignant question, for 

example, "How is England justified in holding India?" (120), Fielding first mocks the 

political texture of the question, only then to admit: "It's a question I can't get my mind on 

to . . . . I'm out here personally [emphasis mine] because I needed a job. I cannot tell you 

why England is here or whether she ought to be here" (121). However, as the narrator 

tells us, Fielding does have an answer: "England holds India for her own good" (121). 

But that is an answer he cannot release, for it is obviously unjustifiable. And when 
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further confronted with Hamidullah's question of how an English worker is justified when 

Indians also need work, Fielding is forced to come up with his own logic of fairness, 

which goes something like this: there is no such thing as fairness; for example, it might 

not have been fair that Fielding should have been born, because in coming into life he 

takes other people's air. Thus, he concludes: if one is happy in consequence, that is 

e n o u g h justification. Following Fielding's logic, then, the British occupation of India is 

finally justified: England is there just as a newly born baby is there to take some of India's 

air, and no one should blame the newly born for breathing other people's air. A little 

later, Fielding slightly modifies this logic by admitting that only those who feel delighted 

in India may stay there; those who feel otherwise should be driven out. Like Mrs. Moore, 

then, Fielding simply desires to replace the hostile official rule with the more friendly 

personal rule, a replacement that does not call for the dissolution of Empire per se. In this 

sense, Fielding may be seen as a proto-posthumanist whose commitment to 

posthumanism lacks steadiness and maturity. 

Indeed, Forster's vision of India as refracted through Mrs. Moore and Fielding is 

unique. While most liberals of his time were interested in finding some sort of political 

solution to India, (for example, the then ruling liberal party was in favor of preparing 

India for self-government in the long run, an ideal that, due to some political confusion 

among the liberals, was never actually realized), Forster was interested in finding what he 

believed to be an apolitical solution through personal connection.8 For Forster, what is 

really important is not so much the kind of polity India should adopt but the proper 

individual relations between the two peoples. Forster's tendency to privilege the personal 
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the political, then, leads him to radical revulsion from Indian nationalism. Fielding, 

for example, mocks Indian nationalism on several occasions (see, for example, 361, 

where Fielding mocks the idea of India as a "nation"). As Forster, through Fielding, 

suggests, it is possible to talk about micro-equality in personal relations within the 

macro-structure of imperialism, whose very basis is inequality between the colonizer and 

the colonized. As Forster suggests, too, it is possible to talk about personal identity 

outside the realm of national and cultural identity. But the irony is that while Forster 

persists in purging the political from the personal, his refusal to banish Empire and his 

vision of a "Democratic Empire"9 is a most powerfully political gesture. Fielding's 

question at the end of the novel, "Why can't we be friends now?" (362), when placed 

against the irreconcilable tension between the personal and the political, may be seen as 

signifying Forster's much-desired, yet unfulfilled and continuing, quest for a sort of 

"personal imperialism" despite its temporary defeat in India. 

As we have seen, however ambivalent and troubling Forster's handling of English-

Indian relations may seem to be, one thing that Forster never doubts is that the English 

are superior to the Indians; therefore, they should be allowed to rule the Indians. Here, 

my conclusion inevitably questions Paul Armstrong s depoliticized reading of the novel, 

a reading that aligns Forster with deconstructionists on the issue of truth. Using the 

concept of the "double turn," one that resembles Moody's irony argument, Armstrong 

explains Forster's wavering stance as demonstrating the "deconstructive sense that the 

last word must always be displaced and deferred lest its promise of truth be believed . . . " 

(366). Conceived this way, Forster's refusal to grant truth value to any of the contrary 
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claims he makes may be further seen as evidence of resistance to the "synthesis or 

"totalization" (377) of a static truth. Like Moody, then, Armstrong has failed to see the 

one final truth that Forster never intends to deconstruct: the English should stay in India. 

As we note, Forster's critique of Empire is articulated from the perspective of 

humanism—the noble belief, as Fielding puts it, that the world is "a globe of men who are 

trying to reach one another and can only do so by the help of good will plus culture and 

intelligence" (65). And yet when Forster turns to Indian culture, his critical parameter 

changes-he resorts to Empire for conventions and criteria. As a result of this shift of 

critical dimension, the original object of critique—Empire—now becomes the critiquing 

agent. Caught in an ambivalence between a humanistic renunciation of imperialism and 

an affectionate nostalgia for British middle-class values, Forster's discourse is inevitably 

saturated with moments of indeterminacy, moments which finally lead to his ideological 

aphasia at the end of the novel. 

When the cross-cultural encounter becomes more intimate and personal, especially 

between English women and Indian men, Forster's humanist conception of cultural 

identity is translated into a humanist conception of sexuality, one that culminates in 

Adela's and Aziz's alleged sexual encounter in the Marabar Caves. By situating the 

English-Indian encounter within a sexually charged milieu, Forster reveals a deeper 

stratum of the racial difference by revealing two different sexual conventions. Of course, 

several readings of the rape episode have failed to situate it in a colonial context and thus 

have failed to see the politics of race intertwined with rape. Wendy Moffat's 

deconstructive reading, for example, explains the enigma of the rape as Forster's attempt 
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to invite the reader to "participate" in solving the "puzzle" of the novel and to "displace 

the reader in interesting ways" (332). Even a more politically engaged feminist reading 

like Brenda Silver's does not fully understand that in A Passage to India Forster will 

never let the racial boundary be superseded by the gender boundary. Identifying the issue 

of rape as purely an issue of gender, Silver reads Aziz's and Fielding's alliance as "a 

discourse in which their shared gender mediates--at least potentially-racial difference" 

(96) and accuses the two men of being sexists who join hands in "objectifying and 

silencing women" (91).10 

Characteristic of Forster's representation of the cross-cultural encounter in Part II, 

"Caves," is a stereotyped and stratified ideology that divides English and Indian sexuality 

into two incompatible categories: while Indianness belongs to the category of nature, 

flesh, polygamy, prostitution, the irregular, and the seductive Englishness invokes 

culture, discipline, regularity, monogamy, and family. Forster's descriptions of the 

Marabar Caves, evocative of sensuality and unruliness, sustain this contrast by providing 

an erotic and irregular Indian natural world that effectively foreshadows Aziz's and 

Adela's unusual encounter. The caves, Forster tells us, are the "flesh of the sun s flesh, 

"unspeakable," "uncanny"(136) and "dark" (137); they "rise... insanely, without the 

proportion that is kept by the wildest hills elsewhere" (136). Against this typical Indian 

background, Forster offers a cluster of narrative codes with which several key contrasts 

may be established. Struck by Aziz's "physical charm" (169) on several occasions during 

the expedition, Adela calls him a "[n]ice creature" (152) and "a handsome little Oriental," 

capable of "attract[ing] women of his own race and rank" (169). A little later it is 
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revealed that in his youth Aziz used to visit a "brothel" and "was fixing up to see women 

in Calcutta" (187). Moreover, polygamy is fairly common among Indian families at the 

time, as "Mohammedans always insist on their full four [wives]" (169). The Indians 

wantonness, wildness, and the practice of polygamy are set against the English's highly 

cultured, civilized, and disciplined practice of sex in the form of "love" (168), 

"engagement" (89), "marriage" (167), and monogamy. But Forster goes further to 

suggest, by evoking racial origin, that these differences are not just a matter of degree but 

a matter of kind; they are deeply inscribed in the "blood." In explaining why Adela can 

resist Aziz's charisma, Forster tells us that Adela has "nothing of the vagrant in her 

[English] blood' (emphasis mine 169). Seen in this light, the truth of what really 

happened in the cave becomes less important than the suggestion that the incident 

confirms the categorical division in which one significant reversal can never happen; that 

is, the attacker can never be an Englishman. Although the mystery of the rape elides any 

sure conclusion, all along there has been strong evidence that a real rape, not a 

hallucinatory one, is attempted; Adela's difficulty in identifying the attacker has never 

explained away the "broken leather strap" of her "field glasses and the flight of the 

"guide." On the other hand, though, Adela's confusion about the truth helps to advance 

the novel to the post-rape stage at which the strength of Englishness and the weakness of 

Indianness are further exposed. 

Upon Adela's false charge, Aziz is put under arrest by Mr. Haq, the Inspector of 

Police, upon Aziz's arrival at the Chandrapore train station. Aziz's initial reaction to this 

critical situation is rendered ludicrous and childlike: he first gives out a hopeless "sob" 
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and then tries to jump off the train; the second action almost tempts the Inspector to use 

force. Aziz's quick susceptibility to panic, fear, and despair reminds one of a paper man 

easily crushable and bereft of any power of resistance. In contrast to the frantic Aziz, 

however, Fielding remains calm and confident, believing that some mistake has been 

made on the part of the Inspector. Grabbing Aziz soon enough to save him from 

becoming the target of scandalous gossips, Fielding restores Aziz to normal behavior by 

shaking him like "a baby" (179) and tells him not to act the criminal. Similarly, when 

Aziz is cleared of the charge and set free, his emotional attachment to and demands on 

Fielding suggest what seems to be infantile dependency. Realizing that Fielding is not 

joining the parade organized by a group of Indian nationalists in honor of Aziz's 

acquittal, Aziz feels abandoned, though surrounded by his Indian friends, and the 

"shattered voice" (258) with which Aziz calls or rather begs Fielding not to leave him 

further sharpens his childish image. 

But for Forster Indianness signifies more than just fluster and immaturity, it connotes 

narrow-mindedness and "unfairness", whereas Englishness represents honesty and 

justice, as climatically dramatized in the post-trial scene after Adela announces Aziz's 

innocence. The fact that Adela chooses to tell the truth despite being pressured to tell 

lies, despite being abandoned by her own people, sets her sharply apart from Aziz who, 

besides indulging himself in demanding Adela's "compensation (277) and public 

apology" (281), comments on her sexual appearance in ways that suggest indecency and 

even ribaldry. Compared with Adela, who holds facts and truth higher than personal 

reputation and who bases her judgement and behavior only on "cold justice and honesty" 
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(272), Aziz is shown to have neither a sense of justice nor the good will to forgive. 

The ironies I identified so far should not be regarded as unique of A Passage to India, 

because Forster's racial bias toward the Indians parallels perfectly his scorn for England's 

lower middle class and the poor. Such a scorn can be detected in two earlier novels, 

Howards End and The Longest Journey, which clearly reflect Forster's preference for the 

cultured English middle class over the squalid poor. But Forster further divides the 

middle class into three sub-categories. In Howards End, for example, Forster, through 

Margaret Schlegel, deems the upper middle-class Wilcoxes as the "second" [cultural] 

rank" (126). Judging from this classification, we may infer that the first rank must be the 

middle-class Schlegels, and the third rank must be the lower middle-class Basts. As to 

the poor, we find a statement made by the narrator in the opening of Chapter VI of 

Howards End: 

We are not concerned with the very poor. They are unthinkable and only to be 

approached by the statisticians or the poet. This story deals with gentlefolk, or 

with those who are obliged to pretend that they are gentlefolk. (43) 

According to Peter Widdowson, this statement is very troublesome, because its 

"dismissal" of the poor people is "very revealing" of Forster's "[l]iberal dilemma" (64).11 

Whereas the narrative tension in Howards End lies between the contending values among 

diverse cultural groups, the conflict in The Longest Journey lies between the competing 

ethical values within a homogeneous cultural group: the English middle class. But even 

in a novel primarily concerned with "truth" (200) in personal relations and spiritual 

union" (198) in marriages, one comes across passages strongly resonant of Howards 



84 

End's disdain for the needy, a resonance created by Forster's consistent use of "squalor" 

to describe the poor in both novels. When Mrs. Failing, a middle-class gentlewoman, 

responds to the destitute folks in the church by labeling them with Forster's favorite 

idiom "squalor" (142), the same "squalor" (328) with which Margaret Schlegel associates 

Leonard Bast in Howards End, one wonders if Mrs. Failing's attitude and Margaret's 

alike are not attributable to the author. If we compare British "squalor" with Indian 

"filth" (3) we note little difference between the two. My larger point is that, driven 

excessively by the quest for a life of culture, which is also a life of decency, Forster is 

forced to be selective and even exclusive in valorizing cultural values both internally and 

externally. But this selectiveness and exclusiveness, upon closer examination, are not 

very far from cultural insularity and provincialism, both of which beget the danger of 

privileging commonality over difference. 

Nor should these ironies be regarded as unique of Forster; rather, their historical 

emergence is captured by many other colonial writers. In Conrad's Heart of Darkness, 

for example, one finds a pervading sense of Forsterian irony. Many will agree that 

nascent in Conrad's critique of the European "darkness" is a rudimentary humanistic 

impulse.12 Marked by self-consciousness and self-suspicion, Marlow's storytelling is 

often intersected by a profound sense of reflection. In other words, he is not only aware 

of the ongoing imperial enterprise, but also aware of its severe consequences upon the 

native Africans. Pondering over the brutality of the imperial ravaging, Marlow 

comments: "It was just robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a great scale, and 

men going at it blind The conquest of the earth... is not a pretty thing... " (10). To 
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the extent that Marlow does condemn the imperial "robbery" that takes away the natives' 

land by force he may be seen as a Conradian equivalent of Fielding and of Mrs. Moore. 

Yet, as Conrad suggests, Marlow's protest is basically aesthetic rather than ethical; the 

implication is that if the conquerors could find a way to make the conquest "pretty," then 

the imperial process would be justified. Like Forster, then, Conrad is not so much 

concerned with whether or not colonization should terminate as with how it should be 

implemented. In other words, as long as colonization is made "pleasant" for Forster and 

"pretty" for Conrad, Empire does not bother them. 

Ensnared externally by ethnocentrism and internally by cultural elitism, Forster's 

treatment of Indians and the English lower middle classes alike goes against some of the 

basic human values bourgeois humanists once struggled to defend. Refusing to tolerate 

the tyranny of the feudal monarchy, the bourgeois humanists once set as their goals 

liberty, freedom, and democracy.13 But no sooner did the bourgeoisie free itself from the 

yoke of the monarchy than it placed the same yoke on the overseas natives. In so doing, 

the bourgeoisie seems to have forgotten an important fact: the natives, too, are human 

beings, who deserve no less liberty, freedom, and democracy. In his preface to Fanon's 

The Wretched of the Earth, Sartre criticizes Western humanism by showing that upon 

hearing the enraged natives say "[y]our humanism claims we are at one with the rest of 

humanity but your racist methods set us apart" (8) the Europeans "listened to them all" 

but without any sense of guilt except "much ease" (8). In an insightful commentary on 

Fanon's psychoanalytical critique of colonial oppression in Black Skin, White Masks, 

Bhabha notes that Fanon advances a similar criticism of the colonizers' practice of a 
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"Manichean delirium" in which the perversion of humanism within the colonial social 

space takes the form of the containment of "interpositions, indeed collaborations, of 

political and psychic violence within civic virtue, alienation within identity" (119). On 

the one hand, Bhabha finds problematic Fanon's staging of a critique of the colonial 

subject without historicizing the colonial experience; on the other hand, though, Bhabha 

understands well that Fanon's psychoanalytical explanation radically questions "the 

colonizers' avowed ambition to civilize or modernize the native..." on behalf of "'civil 

virtue'" (119). For Fanon, as Bhabha notes, "the politics of race will not be entirely 

contained within the humanist myth of man or economic necessity or social progress, for 

its psychic effects question such forms of determinism..." (121). Indeed, the Forsterian 

mirage of practicing humanism within the social structure of colonial domination betrays 

fatal limitations that can be overcome only by the non-ethnocentric postcolonial 

humanism whose goal is, as Satya P. Mohanty puts it, "to define a discursive and 

epistemic relationship that will be 'noncolonizing,' that will make possible 'a mutual 

exploration of difference"' (109). 



CHAPTER IV 

THE ECONOMICS OF POSTHUMANISM : THE RHETORIC 

OF INDOLENCE IN BECKETT'S MURPHY 

If in A Passage to India Forster is shown to have trouble dealing with India and is 

unable to offer a viable solution to the problem of alienation under colonialism, then in 

Murphy Beckett confronts the problem of alienation head on and proposes what seems to 

be a more thorough posthumanist alternative. For Beckett, alienation is primarily an 

economic problem concomitant with the birth of capitalism that tends to measure human 

affairs in terms of such abstract values as labor, money, and property. The barriers that 

alienate man from his fellow creatures, such as the ones that separate Murphy and Celia, 

are first of all economic factors. The posthumanism in Beckett derives from his 

commitment to doing away with these economic imperatives and to returning human 
* 

bond to its original and unmediated form. In Beckett's hands, as we shall see, man is 

placed on an entirely new ground on which he is evaluated, and this new ground is none 

other than the humanity of man. In other words, Beckett's man is no longer evaluated by 

way of economic extensions, by what he has, how much he owns, but by his intrinsic 

value as an individual human being. Through Murphy's quest for social conditions under 

which he will not be judged by what he does and owns but by what he is, Beckett 

envisions a largely Utopian solution to the problem of alienation. 
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An interesting drama in Murphy concerns the central character Murphy's unyielding 

effort to avoid seeking employment in the London job market in the late 1930s, as 

ardently advised by Celia, his lover. From her first appearance in the novel, Celia's 

prevailing goal is to persuade Murphy to set up a career line, and to this end she does not 

spare whatever tactic is available to her, including, for example, the warning to withdraw 

her love and abandon him (35). In trying to annul Celia's rhetoric of work and thereby 

dodge the job market Murphy employs a range of stratagems, from the sophistry that 

deems work "stigmatized" and "the end of them both [Murphy and Celia]" (27) to the 

joint blackmailing with his landlady of his uncle (19), from the malicious fooling of Vera, 

the waitress (83), to the deliberate tricking of Celia (73-4).1 Constituting a central plot 

line, the friction born out of Celia's work imperative and Murphy's willful subversion of 

it becomes a key narrative force by which Beckett's characters are shaped and evaluated, 

and by which the novel's episodes are organized and arranged in sequence. Indeed, for 

many the idea that a man who is as reasonably healthy as Murphy, except for his 

occasional "heart attacks" (30), should become so "indolent" and "no t . . . so affected by 

the prospect of employment" (31) that he would rather swindle a living than simply take a 

job sounds absurd and even illogical. 

In exploring the multiple implications of Murphy's lack of incentive for employment I 

focus on probing how Murphy as a piece of symbolic representation answers back to the 

social, political, and economic conditions of reality, which, according to Fredric Jameson, 

constitute "a mere object of [literary] representation" (102). I argue that Beckett's 

rhetoric of indolence can be read as a critical commentary on the historical and cultural 
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milieu out of which the novel grew, a milieu marked by the early twentieth-century 

English and Irish capitalist economic and political order. In pursuing an analysis that 

blurs the boundary between literary imagination and political thought I align myself with 

critics who have contributed, in one way or another, to steering Beckett scholarship away 

from an apolitical approach. P. J. Murphy's Reconstructing Beckett: Language for Being 

in Samuel Beckett's Fiction, for example, directs critical attention to the connection 

between the formalist aspects of Beckett's fiction and the extra-literary referentiality. 

The most interesting part in Murphy's argument is his endeavor to construct Beckett as a 

"moralist who is concerned with how one is to live" (7) and a "realist" who is 

"passionately engaged with the issues of referentiality" (XV). Labeling Beckett a 

"reluctant postmodern" who, although "fully persuaded of the Foucauldian insight," is 

"unable entirely to abandon the idea of extralinguistic, originary force" (53), H. Porter 

Abbott's recent Beckett Writing Beckett reflects another attempt to place Beckett in the 

canon of literary realism. In his chapter titled "Political Beckett", Porter rejects the 

"common early representations of Beckett as an apolitical writer and argues that 

"Beckett's works are loaded with "political resonances" as evidenced by his "rich 

reinvention of the most politicized of all literary forms, the Utopia" (129, 130).2 Lois 

Gordon supports Murphy's and Porter's observations by demonstrating that Beckett is 

capable not only of addressing social issues but of taking radical revolutionary actions 

such as joining the anti-Nazi underground in France during World War II. As Gordon 

shows, Beckett simultaneously belonged to two Parisian resistance groups, Gloria and 

Etoile, performing such duties as "collecting] information (sometimes in codes) 
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regarding German troop movements, which he deciphered, classified, and typed before it 

was smuggled out to London . . (144) 

In the present context, Murphy's indolence takes on three meanings, all related as 

ways in which Murphy becomes a typical posthumanist idealist, one who is committed to 

the philosophy of minimal desire and non-action. First, Murphy's indolence resists the 

process of alienation brought about by the capitalist political economy, one that tends to 

subordinate man to a series of abstract values, a resistance dramatized by Murphy's 

voluntary annihilation of the sense of property (Murphy's property contains no more than 

a "chair" and a "bag" (154) and his refusal to participate in commercial activities. By 

refusing to join the job market, Murphy suspends his function as a source of labor power-

- a worker, a function that is crucial for material production, which, in turn, remains 

indispensable for operating the capitalist economic machine. Instead, Murphy's quest is 

to achieve a perfect identification with the Other—his fellow folks, and this identification 

is purged of external criteria such as one's economic and social status. In questioning the 

widely accepted capitalist work ethic and its accompanying ideology of pragmatism, 

Murphy is affirming what Satya Mohanty calls "the individual's intrinsic value" that does 

not "depend on the individual's achievements or even on the extent to which he or she 

has exercised and developed the capacity for rational agency" (116). Second, Murphy's 

indolence represents a colonized native's consciousness to resist British imperial rule in 

particular and global imperial domination in general in that by withholding his labor 

power Murphy undermines the capitalist material production that provides the material 

basis for the expansion and perpetuation of Empire. Finally, Murphy's indolence shares a 
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remarkable resemblance to the philosophy of quietism and non-action advocated by 

Chinese Taoism, a resemblance that finally suggests the ethical affinity shared by Beckett 

and Lao Tzu.3 

My reading of Murphy's indolence as resistance inevitably questions various critical 

schools that have mainly heeded the formalist aspects of Murphy in particular and 

Beckett's fiction in general. For example, in the two more conventional approaches that 

tend to associate Beckett with Cartesian rationalism and with post-War French 

existentialism, critics have been mainly concerned with Beckett's application of Cartesian 

dualism as well as existentialist pessimism to the figuration of Murphy.4 More recently, 

main-stream scholarship on Beckett's fiction is characterized by critics' attention to 

Beckett's affiliation with the theoretical preoccupations embodied in the work of such 

French poststructuralist thinkers as Deleuze, Derrida, and Foucault. This critical turn 

frequently portrays a Beckett whose novels do little more than tirelessly question the 

established teleology of language, knowledge, identity, and narrative convention.5 

Scholarship on Murphy has been equally dominated by a deconstructive reading that 

tends to see Murphy as symptomatic of the postmodern desire for a free play of signifiers, 

a willful deferral of meaning, and a provisional dimension for truth. What Beckett wishes 

to demonstrate through the illustration of Murphy's search for absolute mental freedom 

and its subsequent failure, critics often argue, is a general pessimistic dismissal of the 

possibility of any ultimate value or truth, although Beckett's pessimism is often hinted at 

rather than openly stated. Raymond Federman, for example, states that Murphy "can be 

read as the first step of an epistemological quest whose purpose is not the discovery of 
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some philosophical or psychological truth but the negation of all concepts formulated by 

man to rationalize his existence" (58). Sylvie Henning argues that Murphy mainly 

satirizes "a general [Western] faith in the reality, or possibility of ultimate identity or 

totality" by structuring the narrative events in a perpetual "interplay of elements and 

voices" (29) that engage one another in order to compete for dominance. For Henning, 

then, the novel's various episodes should not be read as "positive illustrations" (29) of 

some final truth, but as what she terms an endless "carnivalized and carnivalizing 

dialogue" (31).6 A similar argument is made by Richard Begam, who reads Murphy's 

existential impasse as an example of a double irony in which the two options—the mental 

and the physical— Murphy experiments with lead nowhere: "He [Murphy] has moved 

along two paths in an effort to transcend himself but in both cases he has run into a dead 

end. Nothing has come out of either..." (55). What begins for Begam as a parody of 

the outer novel, the physical sphere, by means of the inner novel, the mental sphere, turns 

out to be a parody of the inner novel itself.7 Clearly, like the Cartesian and existentialist 

approaches, the deconstructive approach has left unexplored "the larger socio-political 

implications o f . . . [Beckett's linguistic] mediations" (Murphy xiv); and as a result, 

Beckett's work, misunderstood as primarily not motivated by some concrete political 

agenda or a sense of social responsibility and not directly commenting on the economic 

and socio-political systems in which he lived, is seen as not geared toward facilitating 

social "improvement" and "change" (Fletcher 95).8 

My reading of Murphy's indolence as a strategy of resistance is informed by both 

Marx's and Lao Tzu's theories of alienation and by their posthumanist understanding of 
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subjectivity and desire. Although the juxtaposition of the 19th-century German Marx and 

the 8th-century Chinese Lao Tzu may at first seem a bit unusual, a careful reading of 

Marx's writings on alienation and Lao Tzu's Tao te-ching suggests that the two 

philosophers share a remarkable similarity in the way they conceive what it means to be 

human. For both Marx and Lao Tzu, to be human means to straggle against the social 

forces that work to subject man to a double alienation—one from his intrinsic nature, the 

other from his fellow creatures. As is well known, Marx's critique of alienation begins 

with his critique of labor, which can be both positive and negative.9 In the negative 

sense, Marx argues, the system of political economy not only produces the individual as 

labor power that is sold and exchanged, but it also produces the conception of labor 

power as the fundamental human potential: in selling his labor power in the market, the 

individual is identified and, more important, equated with his labor. Consequently, man 

becomes the "slave" of the "work" and its "object" (.Essential Writings 72), quantitatively 

explained as a productive force and metaphysically reduced as a performing worker. 

However, labor can be positive in so far as it functions as a means by which man comes 

into being for himself as an externalized man-man creates and objectifies himself in his 

labor. The vantage point from which Marx mounts his critique of labor is the assumption 

that presupposes a universal human nature defined as man's need for the "essential bond 

connecting him with other men" {Essential Writings 117).10 According to Marx, then, 

capitalism violates this human nature by replacing it with a set of external and practical 

categories as opposed to the internal and essential category. 



94 

Thus the capitalist ideology of political economy, with its sole aim at productivity and 

surplus value, subordinates labor to commodification and use value to exchange value 

and, in so doing moves spatial and human relations in the direction of greater and greater 

abstraction and alienation.11 Indeed, Marx's critique of capitalism exposes how it turns 

humans into estranged slaves by perverting human needs and transforms man's internal 

existence into the "external existence" of labor, product, and money (.Reader 38). It 

follows, then, that man not only becomes "the most wretched of the commodities" 

{Reader 35) but his original relations with his fellow creatures is replaced by the relations 

between men's labor, product, and money. As Marx writes: 

We are to such an extent estranged from man's essential nature that the direct 

language of this essential nature seems to us a violation of human dignity, whereas 

the estranged language of material values seems to be the well-justified assertion of 

human dignity that is self-confident and conscious of itself. {Reader 33) 

Alienation is also a key concern in Lao Tzu's Tao te-ching. Although the exact word 

"alienation" does not appear in the entire text of Tao te-ching, the idea of alienation 

occupies a pivotal position without which we cannot understand the deeper meaning of 

Taoist philosophy. Of course, the key to understanding Lao Tzu's idea of alienation is 

through the idea of non-action presented through the textual strategy of paradox or 

dialectic.12 Lao Tzu shows that any concept is, in fact, dialectical in so far as it relies on 

the opposite for it to become meaningful. This means that, theoretically, any absolute 

concept can be split into two complementary opposites. Lao Tzu then goes a step further 

to claim that the two opposites are finally identical. As he writes: 
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To yield is to be preserved whole. 

To be bent is to be straight. 

To be empty is to be full. 

To be worn is to be renewed. 

To have little is to possess. 

To have plenty is to be perplexed. (139) 

From such a dialectical principle Lao Tzu derives a philosophy of weakness and non-

action, one that clearly undercuts action, achievement, materialism and ownership while 

it promotes a life of simplicity, quietude, and vacuity. Lao Tzu later shows in Tao te-

ching that the ultimate purpose of practicing simplicity is to "become one with the dusty 

world," (199), which means an eternal return to Tao, and Lao Tzu calls this return a 

"profound identification" with Tao (199). Earlier in Tao te-ching, Lao Tzu says that Tao 

is both the origin and outcome of the universe; there is reason to imagine that Tao 

encompasses the entirety of human community. Thus for both Marx and Lao Tzu the 

ideal state of being is not fulfillment of desire through attainment of material wealth nor 

privatization of and separation between men but a return to the communal wherein lies 

the profound source of man's creative potential. 

Murphy's resistance to alienation is dramatized early in the novel by his determination 

to free himself from the material web of the big world and by his preference for the 

personal microcosm, later described as his hermetically sealed mind. Beckett's 

description of the big world in the opening scene points to two distinctive features. First, 

the big world is imagistically associated with a "cuckoo-clock" (2) whose movement and 



96 

pace invoke categories like automation, predictability, monotony, and rigidity. The 

analogy here works to suggest that, in much the same way as a clock is assembled to 

fulfill the promise laid down by some pre-ordained programer, the variegated activities in 

the big world are organized to fit in a rigid rationalist social order, one that does not 

tolerate individual diversity and creativity. Second, the big world is characterized by an 

enfolding atmosphere of commercial and business activities illustrated by the peddlars' 

incessant "street-cry" (2) and by the selling and buying of the "wares" (2) that go with the 

cry. Having drawn the reader's attention to these two features, Beckett further suggests 

their connection by comparing the striking of the clock and the street-cry to one 

resounding "echo" (2) so that they are no longer distinguishable, even though both are 

needed to make up the "echo." 

What Beckett reveals about the big world here boils down to two points. First, the 

clock-like street-cry, with its regularity and incessantness, suggests the abundance and 

affluence of commodities as well as the peddlar's eagerness to make profit, both of which 

are characteristic of a capitalist commercial culture. Second, the subtle association of the 

two sounds of the "echo" invokes the relationship between capitalism and rationalism, a 

relationship that has been convincingly argued by historians like Max Weber. For 

Weber, rationalism and capitalism are two twins insofar as the rational management and 

organization required by the capitalist mode of production grow out of the "instrumental 

reason" (5) that characterizes Western culture. 

Besieged by such a world of automation and commerce, Murphy responds with sheer 

indifference and even revulsion; he is not in the least aroused by the allure of wares. A 
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former theological student from Dublin, Murphy now resides in London in order to 

escape Miss Counihan's erotic molesting. Anything that has to do with the outer world 

bothers Murphy a great deal; thus he not only shuts himself up in his West Brompton 

"mew" (1) but chooses to sit in the very corner of the room outside the sunlight with 

windows "curtained off from the "sun" (1) so that he will not be disturbed by the 

intruding sunlight evocative of the sights of the big world. Murphy also does not like the 

"sounds" coming from the outside, because "[t]hey detained him in the world to which 

they belonged, but not he . . . " (2). As to the "wares" being cried by the pedlars, they 

have little impact on him: "He wondered only dimly what was breaking up his sunlight, 

what wares were being cried. Dimly, very dimly" (emphasis added 2). Yet all these 

disengaging tactics remain inadequate to obliterate the big world; he needs to take the 

more radical route of chair-rocking if he is to cast the big world into pure oblivion. 

In his study of contemporary capitalist society, Jean Baudrillard explains its 

socioeconomic structure in terms of a "consumer society" in which the consumption of 

"objects" (wares) occupies such a central concern of social life that "the daily exchange is 

no longer with.. .[one's] fellows, but with the acquisition and manipulation of goods and 

messages . . . " (29). Within the consumer society, Baudrillard argues, the "logistic 

function of the individual" (52) is basically to consume and produce. The individual's 

consumption is even imbued with considerable social significance. As Baudrillard 

writes, "In the act of personal consumption the individual already fully assumes a social 

responsibility" {Selected Writings 53). In other words, default of consumption on the part 

of the individual may threaten to paralyze the social functioning of the consumer society. 
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Seen in this light, Murphy's indifference to the lure of wares and his lack of interest in 

spending takes on a radically subversive meaning; in refusing to consume and later to 

produce Murphy is, in effect, refusing to fulfill the two roles imposed upon him by the 

capitalist social order and, accordingly, refusing to assume the social responsibility 

implied in the two roles.13 

It should not be difficult, then, to understand why Murphy's rejection of his role as a 

consumer should extend to his rejection of his role as a worker when Celia forces him to 

seek employment in the big world.14 A man of no profession, Murphy lives on the 

meager allowance provided by an uncle of his from Holland, a situation that greatly 

dismays Celia. Of the three reasons Celia advances to support her work imperative the 

first is, of course, economic. As the narrator reveals, "Celia spent every penny she earned 

and Murphy earned no pennies," and Murphy's "honorable independence" (19) is assured 

by the difference of the cooked rent his landlady handed over to him each month. The 

difference, while sufficient to "consume away... his own gait," is "inadequate for a 

domestic establishment, no matter how frugal" (19). The fact that Murphy's residence 

could not be more decent than a shabby mew and that Celia shares residence with her 

grandfather is ample evidence of their financial dilemma. The second reason is that Celia 

loathes her job as a prostitute and longs to quit it, but she knows clearly that she cannot 

resign until Murphy has secured a position of some sort. The third reason concerns 

Celia's ambition to make Murphy "a man of the world" (65) because Celia believes that 

Murphy cannot assume a worthy identity until he has made his way in the world or at 

least has found a job. Here Celia's assumption that individual human worth is measured 
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by his social and economic status reflects a prevailing public belief. For example, in 

considering Murphy's fitness to marry Celia, Neary reveals criteria that neatly boil down 

to a series of practical calculations: "Who is this Murphy? . . . What is he? Where does 

he come from? What does he do? Has he any money? Has he any prospects? . . . Is he, 

has he anything at all?" (17). For both Neary and Celia, then, Murphy's value as an 

individual human being is to be gauged not by his personal qualities, by what he is, but 

by no more and no less than what he does, what he has, and how much he makes. 

Murphy, on the other hand, accepts none of Celia's reasons, believing that "there was 

no possibility of his finding in himself any reason to work . . . " (22) while at the same 

time there are many reasons for him not to work, one being that".. . work would be the 

end of them both. . ." (22). Specifically, Murphy's answer to Celia's economic concern 

is very simple: "Providence will provide" (21) although Providence never seems to favor 

them throughout the novel, and Murphy's answer to her second concern is equally 

simple: "Murphy wrote imploring her to return [from her ignoble job]" (22). As to 

Celia's third concern, Murphy is greatly puzzled as to why Celia wants to reform him in 

her own line because he has never thought of changing her in his line: "Have I wanted to 

change you? Have I pestered you to begin things that don't belong to you and stop things 

that do? How can I care what you do?" (37). Superficially, Murphy's proposed solutions 

sound like sheer sophistry and do not make much sense because none of them really 

solves Celia's problems. However, I argue, Murphy's contrived excuses for his 

retirement do make sense when read not just as a defense of his alleged indolence but as a 
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defense of the need to preserve the sanctity and dignity of human nature from being 

degraded and sullied by the practicality of capitalist commercial culture. 

Whereas Celia and Neary tend to equate being with doing, Murphy insists on the 

difference between and incommensurability of the two, an insistence climatically 

dramatized by his attitude toward Celia. For Murphy, Celia the person is not identical 

with the kind of job she performs; therefore, her true value resides in the very personal 

qualities she possesses, as he tells her: "If I had to work out what you are from what you 

do, you could skip out of here now and joy be with you" (37). The implication is that 

Murphy loves Celia precisely because he cherishes her personal qualities rather than her 

social prestige or economic well being; whatever Celia does, she remains the same 

person; her worth is not subject to change in accordance with her changing jobs. In turn, 

Murphy expects Celia to love him in the same way: "What do you love? . . . . Me as I 

am" (36). For Murphy, to work is to subordinate man's dignity to wretched productive 

activities, to smear the purity of one's being and to descend into lowly doing: "You do 

what you are, you do a fraction of what you are, you suffer a dreary ooze of your being 

into doing" (37). But Celia, being a realist and, more important, a pragmatist, can never 

understand the subtlety and profundity of Murphy's idea; throughout the novel, she 

remains imprisoned within her own creed: "I am what I do" (37). 

In much the same way that Murphy resists alienation by resisting action, consumption, 

and production, the Taoist hermit rejects alienation by seeking an eternal return to Tao, a 

return that can be achieved only through a course of non-action. In Tao te-ching, Lao 

Tzu compares the best man [the sage] to water: "Water is good; it benefits all things and 
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does not compete with them" (113). Also, Lao Tzu admonishes his people: "Attain 

complete vacuity. Maintain steadfast quietude" (128), because one can "accomplish 

without any action" (132). In short, for the Taoist hermit, the highest or most ideal state 

of being is a life of "simplicity" (132) with few desires. Like Murphy, who is maniacally 

"addicted" (27) to remaining "still for long periods" (27), the Taoist hermit chooses to 

confine his physical mobility within his residence; he does not travel nor does he 

communicate with the outer world unless it is absolutely necessary. The confinement of 

physical mobility, Lao Tzu believes, will diminish the sensory impulses to the lowest 

degree; in shunning the outside world, one is also shunning the multifarious sensory 

stimuli that might incite him to action. But this does not mean that the Taoist hermit is 

ignorant of what is going on in the outside world. On the contrary, Lao Tzu tells us that 

"[o]ne may know the world without going out of doors" and "see the Way of Heaven 

without looking through the windows" (162). Like Murphy, the Taoist hermit loathes 

action, production, and has absolutely no desire for lavish spending. Like Murphy, too, 

whose property contains no more than a "chair" and a bag," a few of life's basics will 

suffice for the Taoist hermit. 

Beckett's affinity to Eastern philosophy is extensively examined by Paul Foster, who 

identifies the theme of Beckett's work in general as "the expression of [a] dilemma" (33) 

that is "spiritual" (32) and argues that the nature of "the Beckettian impasse" (29) is the 

kind of impasse Buddhism sets out to resolve. Like the Buddhists, contends Foster, 

Beckett holds that "[t]he situation of suffering and dissatisfaction is brought about by 

desire" (28), and Beckett's solution, like the Buddhist one, is "[a]n escape from the 
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dilemma... by abandoning desire" (29) and "all attachments" (30). Of course, Foster's 

observation finds its most telling testimony in Beckett's own writings, particularly in 

Proust, his most sustained literary criticism, in which Beckett advances what seems to be 

a Buddhist critique of desire. Rejecting the Cartesian cogito that presupposes the 

immobility of the subject and object, Beckett takes a position that views the subject as 

correspondingly "mobile" (6) and changing, and from this position Beckett induces a 

related thesis that the "object" (6) is also mobile and changing because "[t]he observer 

infects the observed with his own mobility" (6). Judging from the fact that the object is 

constantly changing, Beckett concludes t h a t . . whatever the object, our thirst for 

possession is, by definition, insatiable" (7), and Beckett's solution to this problem of 

thirst or desire is not the "satisfaction" but the "ablation of desire" (7). 

Superficially, Murphy's resistance is undercut by his ensuing surrender to Celia when 

he consents to looking for a job. Yet a closer look at their scenes of dispute suggests that 

Murphy's compromise should not be taken as evidence that Celia's wifely teaching has 

taken effect on Murphy. Moreover, Murphy is forced out onto the job market precisely 

for fear of losing Celia, since the latter threatens to leave him and resume her job if 

Murphy does not do as she bids. But since Celia is virtually all Murphy has in this world, 

he cannot afford to lose her. The irony entailed by Murphy's dilemma is that in his very 

attempt to keep Celia he loses her; whether he finds a job or not, he will lose her all the 

same: if he does not find one, Celia will leave him for sure; if he finds one, then he will 

lose his own self; he will suffer his being into doing and lose his capacity to identify with 

Celia as Murphy the man. Having driven Murphy to the job market, Celia now can retire 
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and enjoy a life of comfort; all she has to do is to repose in leisure and wait for Murphy to 

bring money home. But in doing so, Celia is certainly subjecting herself to the charge of 

using Murphy as a means of survival and, hence, an object of exploitation. 

Even though forced out by Celia, Murphy continues his rebellion, but this time not 

through open conflicts, but through what seems to be camouflaged cunning and trickery. 

Murphy's strategy is to spend the morning hours goofing around the job market till noon 

and then starts his slow journey home. But since he cannot reach home too early for fear 

that Celia would see through his pranks, he has to find ways of idling away the afternoon 

hours. What he normally does is to spend the afternoon in whatever public place is 

convenient to him, sometimes by walking around Pentonville Prison, sometimes by 

walking around Cathedrals when it is too late to enter. Using this strategy, Murphy 

would come home daily at exactly 6:45 p. m. to make Celia believe that he is trying hard 

to get a job. Indeed, one wonders why Murphy should have developed such a negative 

attitude toward employment that satisfies, if it does not also delight, many other people. 

Here, Beckett's presentation of Murphy's contempt for money and his encounter with the 

chandlers at the job market offer a clue. From the foregoing analysis of the opening 

scene we see that Murphy lacks incentive for the possession of wares. Here, shortly 

before his traumatic meeting with the chandlers, the narrator reveals that Murphy also 

lacks the desire to acquire money. For Murphy, the whole purpose of working is but to 

maintain a life whose sole aim is "a procuring and a pimpling of the money-bags... one's 

lecherous tyrants . . . so that they might breed" (76). Of course, Murphy's disdain for 

wares, money, and work is whetted by his nauseating experience at his first formal job 
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interview. The position Murphy applies to at the chandlery is that of a "smart boy" (76). 

Judged by the chandlers to be neither smart nor a boy, Murphy's candidacy is 

immediately turned down. What hurts Murphy, however, is not so much the rejection 

itself (since he has never been enthusiastic about any offer) as the scathing manner in 

which the message is put across. As Beckett illustrates, the impact of the chandlers' 

"derision" (77) upon Murphy is devastating: it makes him all the more determined to 

abandon the big world so that he can "cease to take notice and enter the landscape where 

there were no chandlers and no exclusive residential cancers, but only himself improved 

out of all knowledge" (79). In addition, Beckett's description of the atmosphere of the 

job market is rather negative; for example, the job market is compared to "slave markets" 

and the job search itself is compared to nothing better than living "a dog's life without a 

dog's prerogative" (77). 

Murphy's resistance to alienation gains fuller force when translated into a resistance of 

exploitation, climatically dramatized in the restaurant scene where he purchases his 

"fourpenny lunch" (80), and this resistance is issued forth through what seems an act of 

defrauding. By fooling Vera, the waitress, Murphy manages to acquire 1.83 cups of tea 

while actually paying for just one cup. Judging from the conventional moral point of 

view, Murphy's conduct is worthy only of reprimand; from an ideological point of view, 

though, Murphy's deed seems justified. As the narrator reveals, the price for one cup of 

tea is "ten times what it cost to produce and five times what it cost "to serve" (83), and 

using a meticulous computation, we can see that by his little trick Murphy succeeds in 

reducing the rate of exploitation from 5 times to 4.17 times. Compared with the owner of 
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the restaurant-- one of the "slavers"-- who makes five times' profits out of Vera's 

"sweated labor" (83) on the one hand and out of consumers such as Murphy on the other, 

Murphy seems no more reproachable than the capitalist owner who makes profits by 

exploiting both employees and customers. 

In this context, it is relevant to recall an episode of Beckett's own experience that, 

because of its striking similarity to Murphy's dilemma, is likely to have affected 

Beckett's creation of Murphy. As documented in Bair's biography, Beckett's own 

economic situation rehearses that of the fictional Murphy. Being devout Protestants, 

Beckett's parents strongly believed in what Max Weber calls a "Protestant ethic," one 

that regards the making of profits one's duty and, indeed, "the ultimate purpose o f . . . 

life" (53). Expecting Beckett to pursue a career in business as his forefathers did, his 

parents, especially his mother, incessantly urged him to look for a job in business in 

Dublin. Having no interest in business or anything that had to do with business, Beckett 

refused to do as his parents decreed. While Beckett was revising Dream of Fair to 

Middling Women, his mother would buy him ads on a daily basis and urge him to go 

through them. Like Murphy, Beckett would turn a deaf ear to his mother's advice and 

dawdle away the hours in his brother, Frank's office. Distressed by Beckett's inertia and 

imperviousness to advice, Beckett's mother was ashamed of him while his father was 

convinced that he had to "support a wastrel son for the rest of his life" (Bair 156). 

If, as I have shown, Murphy's tendency to avoid work may be taken as resistance to 

alienation, then this resistance may be extended to indicate Murphy's subversion of 

imperialism, given that the several key allusions of the novel evoke the postcolonial 
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conditions that characterized English-Irish relation in the late 1930s.15 Here a brief 

account of modern Irish history will put the analysis into perspective. As documented in 

Sean Cronin's study of Irish nationalism, ever since the first English settlement in Ireland 

in the early seventeenth century, the English-Irish relation has marked a course of 

rebellion and suppression, from "Robert Emmet's... demonstration in arms" to Smith 

O'Brien's "armed protest;" from Clan-na-Gael's sending "dynamiters into England from 

America" to "the Eastern Week rebellion" (27). In short, as Augustine Birrell, Britian's 

Chief Secretary of Ireland from 1907 to 1916 remarks, "the Irish were never loyal to 

Britain" (Cronin 117). How is this part of Irish history relevant to Murphy's indolence? 

Here the relevance may be examined in two related directions. First, Beckett's 

presentation of London, the imperial center, and Dublin, the peripheral native capital, 

betrays a sense of geography that organizes their spatial relation in terms of contrast. In 

addition to portraying the affluence of material goods, the wares, that overflow the 

London market, Beckett brings out another side of London: London as a manufacturing 

center by frequent reference to industrial companies such as the "Tripe Factory" (73) and 

"the Marx Cork Bath Mat Manufactory" (74). Dublin presents, however, a different 

picture: no wares, factories, or markets but a grim and painful memory. The first physical 

object Beckett presents in Chapter Four is the Dublin General Post Office, where Neary 

encounters Wylie, in front of which stands the statue of Cuchulain, the Celtic warrior. 

One might think that Beckett's use of this Irish setting is casual since he could have used 

any other part of Dublin to stage Wylie's and Neary's meeting. But since Beckett has 

chosen to foreground the Cuchulain statue in the beginning of Chapter Four, we seem to 
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have ample grounds to suspect that Beckett's use of this allusion is not insignificant. We 

know from history that the General Post Office is "the headquarters of the 1916 

Revolution" (Rafroidi 137), known as the Easter Rising, a nationalist rebellion against 

British imperialism led by Patrick Pearse and James Connolly. Although ending in 

bloodshed with many of its participants slaughtered, including Connolly, the Easter 

Rising triggered "a popular resistance that created a nation-state in 1922" (Cronin 27). 

Later, a bronze statue of Cuchulain was built in front of the Post Office in memory of the 

dead heroes. Here nationalism in conjunction with Celtic myth reminds one of the unique 

political impetus propelling the Irish nationalist movement: nationalists often use myth as 

a catalyst for revolutionary propaganda, and the Irish anti-imperial struggle is often 

carried out under the name of the revival of national identity. As Patrick Rafroidi writes: 

Sick of being considered as the buffoons of the Empire, Irishmen were eager to embrace 

any representation that restored their self-respect" (138).16 

Viewed from a postcolonial perspective, Beckett's allusion serves to remind one of a 

chapter in Irish colonial history as well as to explain why London becomes a 

manufacturing center, a place of employment, wealth, and money, and what kind of 

impact this aspect of London can have upon Ireland. As Cronin's study shows, between 

the seventeenth and eighteenth century England forced upon Ireland a series of treaties 

that placed restrictions on Ireland's export; for example, "[t]he various Cattle Acts, from 

the 1650s to the 1680s, kept Ireland's most important export, livestock, out of the English 

market (12), and the "Navigation Acts destroyed Ireland's thriving trade with the North 

American colonies and the West Indies" (12). As a result, Ireland became a market for 
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England's manufactured goods and provided labor power to England; in return England 

supplies Ireland with raw materials (Cronin 13). Beckett's allusion thus encourages one 

to imagine that the tripe made by the Tripe Factory and the bath mats produced by the 

Marx Cork Bath Mat Manufactory may have joined the colonial enterprise of exporting. 

If we may take London as a miniature of imperial England, then these two manufacturers 

may well represent numerous other manufacturers all over England. 

Second, the economic and political ties binding England and Ireland at the national 

level inevitably affect the fate of the individual; for example, in the description Celia 

obtains from Mr. Suk, the fortune teller, Murphy is described as "Native" (32) 

throughout. The fact that Mr. Suk should unambiguously use "Native," a word connoting 

inferiority, subordination, and humiliation, to describe Murphy's identity once he judges 

him to be Irish (Murphy is a popular Irish surname), suggests the former's bias toward the 

Irish even in the postcolonial era. That an Irish cannot escape being treated as an inferior 

native in London is what Beckett personally experienced when he was receiving psycho-

therapy in London in 1935. Although obliged to stay in London for two years, Beckett 

never liked it: "I hate London, everyone knew you were Irish—the taxi drivers called you 

'Pat' or 'Mick'" (quoted in Bair 212). Thus, Murphy's refusal to participate in material 

production, when read against the postcolonial context, may be seen as betraying his 

emergent sensitivity to resist England's imperial rule by withholding his labor power, a 

consciousness with which "a post-colonial subjectivity might begin to find articulation" 

(Lloyd 56). In other words, Murphy may be fittingly compared to the Easter Rising 

nationalists; the only difference is that while the former openly fought the colonizers with 
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gunfire, Murphy covertly undermines the economic foundation upon which stands the 

British Empire. His weapon is precisely the absence of his labor power. 

Yet Beckett's major and minor critics alike have repeatedly missed the deeper motive 

of Murphy's inclination to laziness and disengagement. While many have associated 

Murphy's maniac for solitude with anti-gregariousness, malpersonal adjustment, and 

solipsism, almost none has noted that Murphy's withdrawal is strategical; only once has 

he detached himself from the commercial world can he return to and identify with it on an 

entirely new plane. Hugh Kenner, for example, comments, "Murphy makes no effort to 

come to terms with the people around him, their system of deeds and choices . . . his 

primary effort.. . is to withdraw from it" (64). Kenner further explains Murphy's 

indolence this way: "He is simply devoid of incentive, being a dualist drawn to the life of 

the mind, and hence drawn away from work which entails the exertions of the body" (62). 

Like Kenner, G. C. Barnard deems Murphy a solipsist and observes that Murphy's chief 

pleasure is to "exclude the outside world and attain the bliss of living in his own mind" 

(9). Lleana Marculescu regards Murphy as "the prototype for all future 'egological' 

characters in Beckett's prose" (59). Admittedly, these critics' judgement finds grounding 

in Beckett's own reference to Murphy as a "seedy solipsist" (82). The point that these 

critics have missed is that this reference is severely undercut by Murphy's repeated plea 

for recognition of the Other, a recognition that would allow him to identify with the Other 

on a new plane. What Murphy really loathes is not so much his dealings with the big 

world in general- after all, as we have seen, he needs to be served in a restaurant and deal 

with the chandlers- as dealings with the exclusively pragmatic standards by which the 
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big world gauges human relations. If Murphy, like Belacqua, is really a solipsist or 

narcissist obsessive in his self-love, as these critics take him to be, how do we explain 

Murphy's passionate desire for Celia's love and for Mr. Endon's brotherly recognition?17 

In both cases, as we shall see, Murphy is seeking nothing but the affirmation of his naked 

human identity in the witnessing of the Lacanian Other, an affirmation that presupposes 

the incompleteness of the subject, or, to use Lacan's terms, the "discontinuity" (299) of 

the "unity" (294) of the subject. Murphy's desire for the Other, viewed from a Lacanian 

perspective, may be seen as the desire for a new subjectivity that authenticates itself not 

in the primordial subject but in the subject's fall into the real- the connection and 

communication between the subject and the Other. 

Thomas J. Cousineau is one of the few critics whose interpretation of Murphy 

radically deviates from critical orthodox; he rejects the solipsism theory by situating 

Murphy in the Lacanian concept of the real. In "Descartes, Lacan and Murphy" 

Cousineau challenges the critical tradition that evaluates Murphy as exemplifying the 

Cartesian dualist principle, suggesting that "[cjertain details of Murphy do not. . . seem to 

be adequately explained by reference to Descartes and the tradition of philosophical 

dualism which he represents" (223). Cousineau holds that Beckett's elaboration of 

Murphy's mind in Chapter Six functions not so much to affirm the mind as the locus of 

the real as to disclose it as Murphy's "self-delusion" (230). Cousineau argues that 

Murphy's enclosed mind resembles Lacan's primordial subject that still needs to be 

authenticated by his contact with the Other and be elevated to the sphere of the symbolic-

- the sphere of language. For Cousineau, then, Murphy's mind represents "an imaginary 
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identification" (229), and "Murphy's conception of his mind and of its relation to the big 

world at large is based on a profound 'misconception'" . . . (229). 

Being the orphan of her deceased parents, Celia virtually has nothing behind her that 

could be considered worthy according to capitalist pragmatic standards. Her only 

relative, her grandfather, instead of taking her in or supporting her when her parents died, 

does not even "attempt to dissuade her" (12) from becoming a street-girl. A woman of no 

noticeable family lineage, no money or property, Celia could, in every respect, be 

regarded as "worthless." Yet to Murphy, Celia's background is irrelevant in the realm of 

love; what is relevant is the fact that "Celia loved Murphy, Murphy loved Celia, it was a 

striking case of love requited" (16). And this ideal requital of love is due, on her part, to 

her personal qualities, wherein lies her intrinsic value. 

Murphy's contacts with Mr. Endon at M.M.M. further illustrate his anti-solipsistic 

desire to be accepted and recognized by his fellow folks. Situated outside the town, 

M.M.M. represents an ideal small world for Murphy. Containing mentally deranged 

patients who are completely cut off from the big world, M.M.M. defines its goal as 

restoring its patients to the normal state and returning them to the big world so that they 

can regain the privilege to "wonder, love, hate, desire, and howl in a reasonable balanced 

manner..." (177). Yet to Murphy, this goal is "revolting" (177), because he does not 

regard the patients, as the psychiatrists do; for him, they are "banished from a system of 

benefits but they are also " escaped from a colossal fiasco" (178). For Murphy, the 

patients' real "agitations" are due to the mishandling of the "healers," not to their "self-

seclusion" (180): if "[l]eft in peace they would have been as happy as Larry" (180). What 
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M.M.M. rewards Murphy with, however, is his success with his "tab," Mr. Endon, in 

whom he finds "his kindred at last" (180): 

It seemed to Murphy that he was bound to Mr. Endon, not by the tab only, but by a 

love of the purest possible kind, exempt from the big world's precocious 

ejaculations of thought, word and deed. They remained to one another, even when 

most profoundly one in spirit, as it seemed to Murphy, Mr. Endon and Mr. 

Murphy. (184) 

As suggested by this passage, Murphy's elation and sense of relief upon finding a kind of 

human bond free from the pragmatic concerns of the big world is profound. Having 

found such a bond, Murphy is convinced that "all the other ways... he had followed so 

long and so blindly.. [are] wrong" (183). He is greatly relieved because in Mr. Endon he 

finally finds someone who also belongs to the small world and who, like him, is also an 

outsider, an alien. 

Yet Murphy soon finds his sense of relief illusory and false; he soon finds that the new 

bond does not exist; it is only the result of his imagination. The revelation comes during 

his first night round when Mr. Endon, disturbed by some unrest, drifts out of his cell. 

Murphy retrieves him and carefully puts him back to bed. It is at this point that Murphy 

is struck by the realization that he is "stigmatized" (249) in Mr. Endon's eyes: 

The last Mr. Murphy saw of Mr. Endon was Mr. Murphy unseen by Mr. Endon. 

This was also the last Murphy saw of Murphy . . . . The relation between Mr. 

Murphy and Mr. Endon could not have been better summed up than by the former's 

sorrow at seeing himself in the latter's immunity from seeing anything but himself 
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Mr. Murphy is a speck in Mr. Endon's unseen." (250) 

Murphy's disappointment is profound. Indeed, Murphy's heart is broken upon 

recognizing that even in a relatively secluded place such as M.M.M. he has no chance of 

objectifying himself in the look of Mr. Endon, to whom he is no more and no less than an 

entertaining chessmate. By now, Murphy is convinced of his failure; still, he does not 

give up and tries one more time to see if he is in some way connected to someone in this 

world in the manner he desires. He tries to summon up all those he has known or met: 

his parents, Celia, Neary, Wylie, Miss Counihan etc.. The result is that "[h]e could not 

get a picture in his mind of any creature he had met, animal or human" (252). Because of 

the failure of the Other's response, Murphy's quest for affirmation by and acceptance of 

the Other ends unfulfilled, leaving him completely disillusioned, an untouchable monad, 

a loner. 

Murphy's desire to treat the Other and be treated by the Other as an end is shaiply 

dramatized against a group of minor characters, the action-seekers, who invariably make 

use of the Other as a means to some gainful end. Like Murphy, these characters are 

engaged in a certain quest, but theirs, prompted by some practical motive, differs in kind 

from Murphy's quest. Among the five people simultaneously seeking Murphy, no one 

really values or needs him as a human being, an end in himself. Celia needs to keep 

Murphy as a bread-earner, a means of survival; Neary needs to find Muiphy in order to 

prove to Miss Counihan Murphy's "demise," or "infidelity," or "economic failure" (54) 

so that he might have a chance to win her over. Miss Counihan needs to find Murphy 

because she believes that Murphy is "a nice young man" who is supposedly "amassing a 
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large fortune" so that she can enjoy the "little luxuries to which she was accustomed" 

(53), although Murphy describes their relationship as being "precordial... t i red. . . and 

[d]epraved" (6). Like Neary, Wylie needs to find Murphy to prove the latter's failure so 

that he may have a chance to keep Miss Counihan under his control. Cooper needs to 

find Murphy in order to get paid. What these people are after boils down to two things: 

money and sensual gratification; in pursuing them, they resort to whatever maneuver 

comes to mind. For example, Neary hires Cooper to act as his secret agent while at the 

same time he beseeches Miss Counihan's pity. Wylie, being a secret rival of Neary, plots 

to remove Neary by arranging for Cooper to disclose Neary's presence in London to his 

ex-wife, Ariadne nee Cox, while at the same time he seduces Miss Counihan by way of 

his "oyster kiss" (117) on the one hand and manipulates her by bribing Cooper to sell him 

information supposedly to be known only by Neary on the other. Miss Counihan, while 

fooling around with Wylie, bribes Cooper to sell her information supposedly known only 

by Wylie. Yet by the time they discover that Murphy's will contains no mention of 

money but only instructions of how to distribute his ashes, their bond to Murphy and to 

one another immediately dissolves; they are only eager to leave the mortuary and 

abandon one another. Celia "grasped" the will only to "tear it across" (269); Neary 

orders Cooper to "dump" Murphy's ashes "anywhere" (272) and, having known that his 

ex-wife is dead, walks past Miss Counihan "rapidly at a comfortable remove, his hat 

raised in salute and his head averted," (273). Wylie, "having traveled twice as fast as 

Miss Counihan, disappears] around the corner of the main street" (273). As to Cooper, 

who is entrusted with Murphy's ash box, he, instead of abiding by the instructions of the 
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will, utilizes the ashes as a handy weapon of retaliation when he "threw it angrily at a 

man who had given him great offence" (275). But these deeds are done by people who, a 

moment ago, claim to the "coroner" (263) to be Murphy's "dearest friends" (267). 

Indeed, in all these acts of folly, this group of "puppets," the action-seekers, are no doubt 

subjecting the Other to abuse by consuming him, in a Darwinian sense, just as beasts 

consume the lower species in order to quench their hunger. 

If, as the foregoing analysis shows, Murphy may be read as a posthumanist idealist, an 

anti-colonial nationalist, and a Taoist hermit, who experiments with the non-action mode 

of being as an alternative to the prevailing action mode of being, we still have to confront 

the perplexing problem posed by what Steven Connor calls the "structural doubling" (21) 

of the novel. Often, Beckett s deployment of contradicting and self-canceling narrative 

details prevents the reader from detecting the authorial attitude and, hence from drawing 

any interpretive conclusion; no sooner is a certain point of view affirmed than it is 

negated. The result of this structural doubling is, as Rubin Rabinovitz puts it, a 

"unreliable narrative" (58) that further raises the problem of distance: does Beckett 

endorse Murphy's indolence or is he simply holding it up for ridicule? If Beckett, like 

Lacan, finally locates the real not in the narcissistic ego but in the ego's participatory 

engagement with the Other, then how do we interpret Beckett's elaborations of Murphy's 

mind in Chapter Six? How can someone with such a mind possibly break out of it to 

engage the Other? Furthermore, why does Beckett opt for an unceremonious way with 

which to dispose of Murphy at the novel's conclusion? The problem with Chapter Six 

that seems to resist the present reading is that critics who use Chapter Six as evidence of 
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Murphy's solipsism fall short of Beckett's scepticism about the promotion of mental 

experience at the expense of the physical experience. In other words, Beckett presents 

the option of the microcosm not so much to advocate it as to subject it to scrutiny. As 

Cousineau notes: The abuse to which he [Beckett] subjects Murphy serves as a vehicle 

through which he registers his suspicion that [Murphy's] option . . . represents . . . a 

misconception of reality" (225). 

Many critics have taken Murphy's unheroic ending as evidence of Beckett's 

existential despair and pessimism. Dearlove, for example, observes: "The paradox of 

Murphy's quest is that, like all Beckettian quests, it is impossible and doomed to failure" 

(28). While Dearlove is right to note the structural paradox embodied in Murphy's 

failure, he has failed to note that the fulfillment of Murphy's quest implies radical social 

changes such as the restructuring of the capitalist economic system and a radical 

revaluation of the capitalist ideology of pragmatism. But since Murphy, the only one 

who is not a "puppet," has perished, one may ask: who is to continue Murphy's 

unfinished project? To this question, Beckett does not seem to offer an explicit answer, 

but he does offer an implied one. A close look at the kite-flying scene at the end of the 

novel suggests that Beckett anticipates, through the snapping of Mr. Kelly's kite string 

and the breaking of his "winch" (281), that man does have a chance to shatter loose the 

double control of rationalism and capitalism represented early in the novel by the "echo" 

of the "cuckoo-clock" and the "street-cry." The possibility is suggested by the defeated 

image of Mr. Kelly, an image brought out by his "ravaged face," his quavering, "ghastly, 

lamentable figure" that "went limp" in Celia's "arms" and the triumphant figuration of 
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the freed kite string: "[T]he end of the line skimmed the water, jerked upward in a wild 

whirl, vanished joyfully [emphasis added] in the dusk" (282). The final freedom earned 

by the formerly controlled kite at least suggests some sense of the consolation and 

triumph of Murphy's project. The implication is that just as the formerly manipulated 

kite may break free of Mr. Kelly's mechanic winch, so man may hope to rise above 

alienation by rising above the double control of rationalism and capitalism. 



CHAPTER V 

THE EPISTEMOLOGY OF POSTHUMANISM: 

THE RHETORIC OF SIMULTANEITY IN COETZEE'S FOE 

In the previous chapter I have examined how the process of imperialism as an 

European cultural practice has left its marks in Murphy, far from immune from the impact 

of Empire, Murphy well serves as a register of a dark European cultural phenomenon. 

The connection between the institution of Empire and literary production has also enabled 

us to see that Beckett has arrived at an alternative to the practice of imperialism, one that 

promotes a philosophy of minimal desire and non-action as opposed to assertiveness and 

action. As we have seen, Beckett demonstrates a sharp interest in restoring the power of 

and trust in the Other, be it the lover, the friend, or the neighbor by reconsidering the 

status of the Other, believing that a non-possessive and non-oppressive Self/Other 

relationship will help curtail the desire for domination. Beckett also strongly hints that a 

thorough resistance of imperialism demands a keen suspicion of the economic system of 

capitalism, a system that tends to alienate humans by reducing the richness and plenitude 

of their value and meaning to a single exchange value measured by the abstract signifier 

of money. For Beckett, then, alienation remains largely an economic problem and begs 

an economic solution. 

Coetzee s emergence as a South African white novelist toward the end of the twentieth 

century offers both a continuity and a variant of the kind of posthumanism shared by 
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Beckett. Like Beckett, Coetzee is deeply concerned with finding ways that will help 

restore the alienated Other into identity formation, exploring at the same time the 

multivalent implications of the presence and absence of the Other in relation to the status 

of the Self. Coetzee seems to believe that a warped Self/Other relationship can be fixed 

by reworking the epistemic status of the Other. However, there is a part in Coetzee that 

clearly sets him apart from Beckett; that is Beckett's concern with the economic issue-

the connection between capitalism as an economic system and the emergence of 

imperialism as a political institution-has seldom intrigued Coetzee. Indeed, while 

strenuously engaging issues of colonialism, power, and oppression Coetzee's novels in 

general rarely probe this connection that otherwise preoccupies Beckett. 

The discrepancy I note between Coetzee and Beckett offers an opportunity to 

distinguish two modes of literary posthumanism within the larger frame of dialectical 

posthumanism. More important, these two modes of literary posthumanism parallel the 

two modes of philosophical posthumanism I discussed in chapter I: Marx's 

posthumanism that treats the Self/Other relationship as primarily an economic 

relationship and the kind of posthumanism espoused by Bakhtin, Sartre, and Lacan that 

sees the Self/Other relationship mainly as an epistemic and an ethical relationship. My 

own sense is that the difference between Coetzee and Beckett can be partly explained by 

evoking the macro-historical milieu out of which Coetzee's novels grew. Writing toward 

the end of the century when Marxist ideology has faced a series of challenges by the 

increasing expansion of global capitalism, partly an aftermath of the postcolonial era, and 

by the collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe and, subsequently, mainland China, 
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Coetzee probably realizes the risk he must run in dealing with economic issues. It seems 

to me that Coetzee is at least cautious in not foregrounding the economic issue in his 

novels, an issue that so often triggers commentaries underscoring the celebrated 

economic achievements of capitalism and its contributions to world economy.1 

Coetzee's reticence on the economic issue, together with his reticence on radical 

revolutionary actions, frequently is rebuked by South African critics, often Neo-Marxist, 

who fault Coetzee for eliding the immediate economic and political reality of South 

Africa during and in the wake of apartheid. As Brian Macaskill and Jeanne Colleran 

note, "The charge most commonly leveled against Coetzee by South African critics is that 

of political quiescence, of producing novels that neither sufficiently address nor affirm 

the contiguities between the literary domain and historical-economic-political realities" 

(432). Commenting on Coetzee's first three novels (.Dusklands, In the Heart of the 

Country, and Waiting for the Barbarians) Michael Vaughan observes that Coetzee's 

novels lack a "real connection with forms of class struggle" and a "basis for a concern 

with objective social conflicts within industrial society" (136). Peter Knox-Shaw says of 

Dusklands as "distinguished throughout by a virtual effacement of economic motive" 

(28). Other South African critics even go so far as to blame Coetzee's non-revolutionary 

solution as having the effect of implicitly reproducing the imperial grand narrative. 

Gordimer, for example, detects Coetzee's "revulsion" against "all political and 

revolutionary solutions" (6) in Life and Times of Michael K. Neo-Marxist critics such as 

Paul Rich and Michael Vaughan have all cast doubt about the possibility for a white 

writer to write for the blacks, discerning Coetzee's novels as expressing "the predicament 
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of a liberal petty bourgeois intelligentsia" and thereby confirming Coetzee as much '"a 

part of the system'" (Vaughan 137). 

These harsh criticisms may well apply to Foe because, as Attridge notes, "it i s . . . 

further removed in time and place from present-day South Africa" than his previous 

novels ("Oppressive Silence" 217), returning the novel instead to the genre of the 

adventure story of the eighteenth century- a most blatant escape, indeed. In an interview 

with Paul Smith, Coetzee himself admits that"Foe might be seen as something of a 

retreat from the South African situation" (461). But then he justifies this retreat by 

pointing out that it is a retreat from that situation only "in a narrow and temporary 

perspective. It is not a retreat from the subject of colonialism or from questions of 

power" (462). 

However, a few more sympathetic critics opt to examine Coetzee's novels "in terms of 

their universal qualities, as aesthetic objects that contain transcendent truths" (Gallagher 

11). For example, working under the assumption that writing within a politically 

charged cultural location such as South Africa Coetzee's novels cannot escape the 

omnipresent political resonance Robert Post admits: "it is only natural that, when 

considering a South African author writing about victimization, we think specifically of 

the persecution implicit in the system of apartheid in South Africa" ("Oppression" 67). 

Teresa Dovey's The Novels ofJ.M. Coetzee: Lacanian Allegories, the first book-length 

study on the subject, represents another attempt to explore the universal themes in 

Coetzee's novels; this time the universal qualities are discerned in Coetzee's "illustrations 

of a [Lacanian] universalizing discourse on the self and its residence in language" 
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(Attwell 2). 

Similarly, Coetzee's novels enjoy great popularity among critics who celebrate their 

susceptibility to contemporary literary theories among which the postmodern, the 

postcolonial, the feminist, and the ethical are the more striking, and Foe is no exception.2 

A story about writing the history of colonialism, recounted from a female's point of view, 

Foe fascinates critics who find it a useful avenue to Coetzee's, or their own, concerns 

with postmodern, postcolonial, feminist, and ethical questions. A major Coetzee critic 

now, David Attwell's assertion that Coetzee's first six novels "constitute a form of 

postmodern metafiction" (1) has become an authoritative assessment, a pioneering path 

having been taken by many other critics. In Foe, especially, Attwell finds several key 

postmodern tokens one of which is the novel's self-reflexivity that finally leads to the 

"self-canceling" of the "self-representation" (114) of the authorial voice. For Attwell, the 

novel's lack of closure betrays Coetzee's recognition of the "limits... of the textual 

authority" (103) of the author, and such consciousness of one's own limits, typical of 

metafiction, exhibits Coetzee's "favoring of the signifier over the signified" (104). That 

Coetzee deliberately sets limits on textuality and authorial power is also a point made by 

Paola Splendore: "It is as if the author refuses to take advantage of his authority, his 

position of power, and chooses to leave a blank page in Friday's story" (59). Critics such 

as Brian Macaskill and Jeanne Colleran have clearly shown that a feminist and a 

postcolonial readings can sharpen one another in light of postmodern theories: Susan's 

dilemma as a white and female writer may be assimilated into what Lyotard terms the 

postmodern dilemma to represent the unpresentable. Richard Begam argues that in Foe 
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the postmodern and the postcolonial co-exist in such a way as to enable Coetzee to adopt 

"postmodern strategies... for postcolonial purposes" (112). For Begam, the postmodern 

and the postcolonial do not "stand on either side of a great ideological divide" (112) but 

rather they are ideological allies of some sort. 

Certainly, what critics have said about Foe have proven useful in helping the reader 

understand Foe, Coetzee, and South Africa. But for all their merits and credits, these 

critics have failed to note one important aspect of Foe/Coetzee; that is, Foe is a novel that 

simply resists any kind of categorical reading--by this I mean the kind of reading that 

tends to foreground certain aspects of the novel in light of certain critical theories. For 

good or for worse, the critics cited above all remain open to the charge of having allowed 

their interpretations to succumb to the rigidity of critical categorization. In this case, even 

an insightful and well-informed reading like that of Macaskill and Colleran can be hardly 

exempted from such a charge. Using what I call an "eclectic approach" Macaskill and 

Colleran manage to cross-examine several issues along the line of "the politics of 

representation and show that these issues (gender, race, and postmodernity) are not 

insularly deployed in the text; but rather they are inter-related and transferable in one 

way or another. While such a cross-issue examination has shed light on perspectives 

occluded in a single-issue examination such as those devoted to the postcolonial, the 

feminist, or the postmodern question/ still, it has failed to do justice to the novel's hyper 

semantic (as opposed to structural) richness and resilience.3 

In this chapter, I initiate a new approach to Foe. I argue that Foe is a novel that 

experiments with a new mode of writing that bases itself on the condition of the absence 
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of boundary or category, a mode of writing that constantly negotiates the transfer of 

boundary between two or more semantic zones. This means that Foe itself exhibits 

intransigence at being circumscribed within a single semantic category. In the absence of 

boundary, Foe becomes what we may call "a novel of simultaneity," a novel that allows 

one semantic zone to be simultaneously occupied by itself and another without losing the 

original trace of either. As a result, Foe creates a new narrative form in which numerous 

semantic zones co-exist in such a way as to be transferable and compatible. In an 

interview with Richard Begam Coetzee hints that the idea of simultaneity is crucial in 

understanding the multiple identities of Foe's characters. For example, Coetzee holds 

that Susan and Friday simultaneously assume three identities: as woman/man, as 

white/black, and as free woman/slave, and for Coetzee trying to decide which of these 

pairs is "primary" of Susan and Friday is "meaningless" (5); these three pairs must be 

considered simultaneously. Coetzee's emphasis on simultaneity is usefully noted by 

Attridge who remarks that Coetzee's novels "work to suggest... that the South African 

struggle is part of a wider, and entirely concrete, struggle, that it has a particular history 

continuous with the particular histories of all other countries participating in the rise of 

Western capitalism..." (230). Chris Bongie makes a similar point that "in juxtaposing 

Foe s and Barton s largely incommensurable projects' and the 'unannounced project of 

Friday Coetzee appears to be arguing the necessity of thinking them all together, as part 

of a collaborative, and contaminatory dialogue..(266).4 In this sense, Foe may be seen 

as a new novel, one that is close to the kind of novel Appiah calls "anti-nativist" (352) in 

the sense that this kind of novel has managed to surpass the "celebratory novels" (349) 
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that harbor "a nostalgia for Roots" (351) and to "read Africa as race and place into 

everything" (352).5 

I argue that Coetzee's new mode of writing is informed by the kind of 

epistemological posthumanism advocated by Bakhtin, Sartre, and Lacan; its essence is a 

sense of the need to consider an object not in its isolation, autonomy, but in its 

multivalent relations to and juxtaposition with other objects; it is a dialectic sense put to 

thorough application in that the dialectic here works not just on one level but on several 

levels and, more important, simultaneously. For example, Coetzee is not in favor of 

foregrounding the feminist point of view: "I would hate to say either that there is a 

feminist point or that I chose the narrator. The narrator chose me" ("Andre Brink" 62). 

Since this multi-faceted dialectic dissolves the difference between the diverse semantic 

zones, the thematic matrix of one semantic zone is transferrable to and open to 

transgression by other zones, and the sum of these zones fonns the allegorical zone. 

Similarly, the thematic matrix of the allegorical zone is transferrable to and open to 

transgression by diverse individual zones without which the allegorical zone would 

remain a mere emptiness. For example, many would agree that Foe is about postcolonial 

writing of colonial history in South Africa, given that the novel centers on detailing 

Susan's effort to have her island story written. Looking from another angle, the angle of 

simultaneity, however, a new horizon emerges: the semantic zone occupied by 

postcolonial writing is made easily transferrable to the allegorical zone of writing History 

in general. In one sense the problem that confronts Foe and Susan as white writers is 

Friday's muteness, yet in another sense this problem transcends Foe and Susan as white 
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writers for the simple reason that it may befall any writer engaged in constructing a 

historical narrative, where access to the past is jeopardized. In this sense, the 

inaccessibility to Friday's personal history may be seen as carrying a much broader 

implication in that Coetzee transfers a postcolonial problem of writing a suppressed 

personal history into an allegorical problem of writing History in general. 

In light of the concept of simultaneity, a second phase of transfer can be further 

derived: the transfer of the linguistic zone of writing into the philosophical zone of being 

or identity-formation. Using postcolonial writing as a model, Coetzee demonstrates that 

the problem of writing is ultimately an identity problem. What begins for Susan as the 

writing of an adventure story ends with the larger implication for the formation of the 

writing subject and the formation of the object of writing. As Part III of the novel 

suggests, the absence of Friday's history, caused by the absence of his tongue, makes it 

impossible to complete Susan's story; the implication is that Susan alone cannot be the 

object of her own writing. The object in this case becomes the interobject in the sense 

that only the combination of Susan and Friday can constitute the proper object of white 

writing. The same holds true for Susan's status as the writing subject: if she alone cannot 

be the object of her writing, so too she alone cannot be the writing subject; her language 

alone cannot be the legitimate signifier; the legitimate signifier has to be co-constituted 

by the language of both the colonizer and the colonized. Upon realization that even Foe, 

a well-known professional writer, cannot continue his writing unless he and Susan restore 

Friday's lost speech or writing, they embark on facilitating Friday's language acquisition. 

At this point, the authority of Foe's entrusted authorship is subversively challenged; it is 
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displaced from Foe to the combination and collaboration of Foe and Friday, and the 

erasure of Foe's authority finally puts on hold his identity. 

Thus the formation of the writing subject and the object of writing translates the 

linguistic zone of writing into the philosophical zone of identity-formation dramatized in 

the novel through Susan's gradual change from a humanist to a posthumanist. In other 

words, this new formation does not come along easily; it is the result of Susan's struggle 

to come to terms with her own preconceptions about history, writing, and identity on the 

one hand and her struggle to help Foe surpass his preconceptions on the other. And the 

vehicle through which this struggle is materialized is precisely the act of writing, the fact 

that Susan needs to publish her story. One way to grasp Susan's changes is by looking at 

how she transforms from a "complete character" in the early part of the novel to an 

"incomplete character" toward the novel's end. After Susan and Friday arrive in London, 

Susan hires Foe to be the author of her story. For Susan at this point Foe serves as an 

ideal writing subject and her daughter-seeking fantasy provides an ideal object of writing; 

what Friday means to them has not yet entered Susan's consciousness. One might argue 

that what informs Susan's understanding of identity at this point is a humanist one that 

emphasizes the completeness and sufficiency of the subject and the object. As writing 

continues, Susan gradually realizes Foe's insufficiency as a writing subject as well as her 

insufficiency as the object of writing; she finally realizes that to write her story without 

including Friday is to produce a novel with "holes" in it. Such insufficiency further leads 

Susan to the awakening that Friday's silence does more than just annul their writing; it 

also threatens to impair the fullness of their being. 
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A telling instance is found in Part II when Susan is greatly frustrated by Friday's 

unresponsiveness; here it suddenly dawns upon her that to live with a speechless person 

is like living with the dead. This is why, she figures, people do not "kiss" and "sleep" 

with "statues," because the statues are cold, responseless, and "dead" (79). A little later, 

she further ponders on the function of speech in relation to being and desire: " . . . I say 

that the desire for answering speech is like the desire for the embrace of, the embrace by, 

another being" (80). What Susan discovers here is the crucial link between language, 

desire, and being, which is also a distinct Lacanian concept. Dick Penner also notes 

Coetzee's endorsement of the Lacanian relationship of language and being in Foe. As he 

writes: "His [Friday's] lack of language, his refusal to learn the language of Cruso, 

combined with his isolation, have left him in a perpetual state of the Lacanian Imaginary. 

Having no 'You' to be 'I' who responds to his address, he cannot learn to live in the 

Symbolic..(91). Applying such Lacanian concept to Susan and Foe, one may say that 

in dramatizing Susan's awakening Coetzee shows that Friday's silence, his 

unresponsiveness, equally leave Susan and Foe in a state of the infantile Imaginary, 

putting on hold the fullness or completeness of their being. 

Viewed from the angle of simultaneity, Coetzee's reticence on the economic and 

social reality of present-day South Africa as dismissed by South African critics may be 

taken as signaling his suspicion that too much involvement with the local, the specific 

might run the risk of reducing or even blocking the transfer of semantic spaces. Such 

suspicion may have prevented Coetzee from following the path of Nadine Gordimer who, 

unlike Coetzee, tends to localize her novels by situating them in South Africa. And such 
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surmise seems to be encouraged by a more practical reason: the fact that Coetzee does not 

want to be labeled a South African writer. He would rather be considered an international 

writer, and on several occasions Coetzee has spoken of his uneasiness of being called a 

South African writer.6 Moreover, since Coetzee has chosen to write in English instead of 

native African languages, few people, except South African academics, have access to his 

novels, and this situation may have urged Coetzee to target for an international audience. 

As Susan Gallagher notes: "Since South African publishers lack adequate distribution 

system" (49), most of Coetzee's novels are first published in London and New York and 

then in South Africa, a situation that has enhanced circulation and translation of his 

novels, the latter being evidenced by French translations of In the Heart of the Country 

and Waiting for the Barbarians. As Gallagher notes, Coetzee's audience "consists of 

South African academics and well-educated Western readers concerned about oppression 

and injustice" (49). Even though these explanations of Coetzee's political quiescence 

remain tentative and not final, at least one thing is certain: Coetzee's alleged silence is 

more complicated than what his South African critics deem it to be- "metaphysical 

escapism" (Gallagher x). Although I do not entirely endorse Gallagher's approach to 

Coetzee's novels, I do think that she is right to reconcile what she terms the "formalist" 

approach that praises Coetzee for dealing with universal themes and the "neo-Marxist" 

(13) approach that denounces Coetzee for his ideological evasiveness. My own approach 

is close to hers in that we are both committed to "consider[ing] a literary work as a part of 

a cultural conversation or as a strand in a complex social network of many different kinds 

of discourse" (13).7 
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So far I have endeavored to show how, at the theoretical level, Foe may be considered 

as a novel that simultaneously deals with three semantic motifs: postcolonial writing of 

colonial history, writing History in general, and identity-formation. In what follows, I 

turn to examine how the transfer of boundary between these three semantic zones takes 

place at the analytical level. I will first show how Coetzee negotiates the boundary-

crossing between postcolonial writing and allegorical writing. I then examine how 

Coetzee negotiates the boundary-crossing between writing and identity-formation. 

At least two contrasting remarks can be made about Foe when one compares it with 

the rest of Coetzee's novels. First, unlike Coetzee's other novels, which invariably 

contain a pure narrative, the novelistic space of Foe is constituted by a double composite 

of a narrative (Part I and II) and a metanarrative (Part III), which serve as a commentary 

on the production of the foregoing narrative itself. Second, unlike Coetzee's other 

novels, which are capable of narrative progression and closure (at least to some extent), 

Foe is virtually devoid of both: it simply renders an incomplete story. This 

incompleteness, as suggested by Part III of the novel, is caused by the absence of the 

object of writing~the object in this context being the authentic, not the invented; the 

complete, not the partial or the abridged colonial history. Indeed, few would assume that 

writing within a politically charged cultural location such as South Africa, Coetzee's 

novelistic discourse could have escaped the omnipresent political resonance. 

Certainly neither do I believe in Coetzee's political neutrality when producing his 

novels; on the contrary, in calling question the novel's narrative progression and closure 

Coetzee is addressing a fundamental question regarding writing: the dichotomy of history 
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and representation. Underlying Coetzee's understanding of this dichotomy is the 

dialectic insistence that history "can be given a permanent shape only in words that in 

turn rely on history as the object of representation (Gitzen 4). For Coetzee, this object, 

when circumvented within a postcolonial context, can only be the historical process of 

colonization and decolonization in south Africa. Here Coetzee s idea that the rhetoric of 

writing in South Africa should be no different from the rhetoric of writing the history of 

colonialism and its subsequent residues should not come as a surprise to us. Few would 

deny that, in the last three hundred years or so since the first European settlement in 

South Africa in the mid-seventeenth century, nothing else than the single process of 

colonialism has created a deeper, more wide-ranging, and more enduring effect on its 

linguistic, cultural, psychological, and economic make-up. Conceived this way, I think 

that we can use the two narrative strategies identified above as a starting point for 

examining Coetzee's rethinking of history, writing, and identity. 

History in Foe takes on three levels of signification. First, it exists as a suppressed 

presence represented in the novel by the enigma and elusiveness of Friday's past. 

Second, history exists as a displaced authority; even though the slavers may have 

succeeded in silencing Friday's personal history by cutting off his tongue, and in so doing 

making it impossible to write a complete story of Susan, history retains no less power 

than writing- it asserts power by constantly setting limits on writing- and as the ending 

of the novels suggests, it even annuls writing completely. Third, history exists as a 

shared space of historical specificity and transhistorical generality in that Coetzee uses 

postcolonial writing as a model to address problems concerning writing in general. 
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The narrator of Foe is Susan Barton, a female castaway, who washes up on the island 

inhabited by Cruso and Friday. After an uneventful stay on the island, the three islanders 

are rescued; Cruso dies on the return journey, and Susan and Friday are safely delivered 

to England, where Susan seeks out the author, Mr. Daniel Foe, in the hope of having her 

story written. Yet the reader soon learns that the only way to reconstruct what has 

happened to Susan on the island is with the help of tongueless Friday. The very conflict 

growing out of writing here is Susan's need for writing and the absence of the object of 

writing. 

Coetzee's sense of history is most tellingly refracted through the character of Friday 

whose physical presence Coetzee uses as a narrative locus to stage the historical segment 

of postcoloniality. In the novel, little is known about Friday except for his slave identity 

and linguistic deficiency; yet given the occurrence of colonialism, writing about South 

Africa during that period can be hardly anything other than writing about the process of 

colonization, the crux of which, to be sure, is the gradual constitution of the Master/Slave 

dialectic, one that exerts to squeeze the natives to the margins of humanity. To write 

about South Africa, then, is to reveal how such an active/passive dichotomy is 

constituted, solidified, and sustained. It is, in the final analysis, to write a history of 

humiliation, dehumanization, and subjection; this also means that the exclusion of either 

the colonizer and the colonized from this kind of writing will distort history. 

Coetzee's representation of colonial history thus encounters a problem of absence— 

the omission of the history of the colonized. Such absence becomes most keenly felt later 

in the novels when Susan realizes that she cannot tell her story unless she can recover 
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Friday's story. In Part I of the novel we are told that when Friday was a child he was 

taken by the slavers, who later cut off his tongue. One of the possible reasons for the 

tongue-cutting is to "prevent him from ever telling his story: who he was, where his home 

lay, how it came about that he was taken" (23). Thus the disappearance of Friday's 

tongue engenders an appalling fact: his story is to remain forever buried within himself, 

and not accessible for textual representation. Seen in this light, the moment the slavers 

cut off Friday's tongue in the hope of forever covering up his personal history is also the 

moment they have simultaneously obliterated their own history. 

That Friday's closed-up story impedes or subverts Susan's narrative raises the issue of 

the conditions of writing, and the question here is: under what conditions can writing take 

place? Common sense tells us that the act of writing requires a subject, the writer, and an 

object, the content. In Part I of the novel, the narrator (Susan) offers an account of her 

adventure story, and in constructing her autobiographical narrative, Susan becomes both 

the subject and the object of her own writing, and accordingly, the author of her own 

story. In Part II Susan transfers her authorship to Foe, a "reputed" (48) author she met by 

chance in their Clock Lane hotel. Here the meeting of Susan and Foe seems to fulfill 

ideally the conditions of writing: in every respect Susan has an extraordinary story to tell, 

as she tells Foe: "You have not heard a story before like mine. I am new-returned from 

far-off parts. I have been a castaway on a desert island. And there I was the companion 

of a singular man" (48). An extraordinary story like Susan's would no doubt make a 

proper object for writing, and a reputed author like Mr. Foe would no doubt make a 

competent writer. Yet one should not forget the central concern that motivates Susan to 
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give up her authorship is her initially conventional understanding of writing as a 

professional and creative activity. Susan thinks that her lack of competence as a writer is 

due to her lack of professional status as well as creativity, both of which Foe possesses. 

The following passage sharply illustrates her conventional views on writing and deserves 

to be quoted at length: 

For though my story gives truth (I see that clearly, we need not pretend it is 

otherwise). To tell the truth in all its substance you must have quiet, and a 

comfortable chair away from all distraction, and a window to stare through; and 

then the knack of seeing waves when there are fields before your eyes, and of 

feeling the tropic sun when it is cold; and at your fingertips the words with which 

to capture the vision before it fades. I have none of these, while you [Foe] have 

all" (51-2). 

If we take this passage to indicate the general conditions of creative writing, to which 

category fiction writing belongs, we see that Susan places emphasis on the writing 

subject, Foe, who is here admired and even idolized for his capacity for transforming 

'waves" into "fields" and 'cold[ness]" into "tropic sun" by means of willful imagination. 

Also in handing over her authorship Susan is also splitting her original unity as both 

subject and object of her writing; she now becomes the object of Foe's writing. 

Yet Part III demonstrates the impotency and futility of Foe's entrusted authority. 

After some difficult negotiations Susan and Foe agree to situate Susan's daughter-seeking 

fantasy within the larger frame of the island story, and it is at this point that they realize 

that the real obstacle to their writing lies in Friday to whom both have not paid dual 
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attention until then, especially Foe. The urgency of Friday's silence is keenly felt by 

Susan who tells Foe: "To tell my story and be silent on Friday's tongue is no better than 

offering a book for sale with pages in it quietly left empty" (67). Susan then embarks on 

the arduous task of teaching Friday first to speak and then write. Determined to restore 

Friday's lost linguistic capacity, Susan tries every means she and Foe can think of, but 

eventually their attempts fail; the only thing Friday learns to write is a circle, the meaning 

of which is just as enigmatic as his buried past. Friday's failure thus puts on hold Foe's 

authority by displacing it from the writing subject to the object of writing- the object in 

this case being the brutal act of tongue-cutting. 

In an interview with David Attwell Coetzee explains why he sees the suffering body 

as the standard for truth in South Africa: 

If I look back over my fiction, I see a simple (simple-minded?) standard erected. 

That standard is the body. Whatever else, the body is not 'that which is not,' and 

the power that it is is the pain it feels. The body with its pain becomes a counter to 

the endless trial of doubt... (White Writing 248) 

In foregrounding black history in the process of textual production Coetzee is not only 

restoring it as a proper object for postcolonial writing, but he is also restoring it as a 

proper dimension for truth. Yet when talking about truth, a problem arises: is there such 

thing as truth whatever that term means? This is a question that begs no simple answers, 

and Coetzee does not seem to have a ready answer for it. But if we frame the question in 

a slightly different way and ask: is there such thing as truth in South Africa? Coetzee's 

answer is certainly positive. In his Jerusalem Prize acceptance speech, Coetzee rejects 
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Nietzsche's claim that truth only exists at the symbolic level of art, and to prove 

Nietzsche's error on this point Coetzee evokes South Africa as an exemplary site for 

truth: "In South Africa there is too much truth for art to hold, truth by the bucketful, truth 

that overwhelms and swamps every act of the imagination" (White Writing 99). Here I 

take Coetzee's truth to mean what he calls "the crudity of life in South Africa," the 

crudity manifested by "the naked force of its appeals, not only at the physical level but at 

the moral level, too, its callousness and brutalities, its hungers and its rages, its greed and 

its lies... (White Writing 99). Needless to say that one of the exemplary cases of such 

brutalities is the wretched presence of Friday, of whom not only is his freedom to be 

deprived but his right to speak and claim an identity for himself is also removed. Not 

surprisingly, then, Coetzee should insist that writing in South Africa simply demands the 

writer's "capitulation of imagination to reality" (White Writing 99). 

In restoring colonial history as the proper object for postcolonial writing Coetzee is 

also designating history as what Frederic Jameson calls "a mere object of [literary] 

representation" (102). Readers of Coetzee will not fail to notice how consistently he 

applies this model to the entire corpus of his fiction. Underpinning this model of writing 

is Coetzee's Marxist understanding of history as a constant "struggle" between the 

"oppressors and the oppressed" (9), and if postcolonial writing should reflect the struggle 

between the colonizer and the colonized, then, according to Marx and Coetzee, there is no 

reason why writing of other historical occurrences should reflect other than this similar 

struggle. 

Coetzee's insistence on postcolonial writing in South Africa as none other than writing 
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the history of colonialism and anti-colonial liberation may be taken as embodying the 

larger implication for writing History in general. This passage from the pragmatic sphere 

to the allegorical domain is facilitated by Coetzee's deliberate destabilizing of the 

geographical location of the novel. All the reader knows is that Friday is an African slave 

and that his home is somewhere in Africa, but the reader is never told which part of 

Africa he is from. An example of Coetzee's determination to strip the context of 

specificity is found toward the end of Part II. On their way to Foe's residence, Susan and 

Friday encounters an old man who, curious about their relationship, asks whether Susan 

is Friday's mistress. Susan replies that Friday is a slave who "will take ship for Africa 

and his homeland" (107). If we take the phrase "homeland" to be a less general place 

than Africa, one wonders why Coetzee refuses to give Friday's homeland a specific name 

when this need arises on an occasion like this one. One possible answer is that once a 

name is given to Friday's home country, Friday immediately takes on a specific national 

and cultural identity. In other words, Friday becomes Friday of a certain location. Since 

Coetzee does not want to localize his novel, he seems to be willing to sacrifice anything 

in order to retain the novel's semantic resilience. But since the novel does have Africa as 

its explicit context, it might be fit to argue that Foe is about a place larger than South 

Africa; it is, in fact, about Pan-Africa. 

Coetzee's use of elusive geography as a strategy to diffuse local color is also evident 

in an earlier novel Waiting for the Barbarians. Throughout Barbarians Coetzee does not 

indicate where the central plot, the raids upon the barbarians, takes place; all the reader 

knows is that these violent campaigns take place in some vague place called "the frontier" 
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(2) that does not carry further qualifications. In accordance with the ambiguity embodied 

in the native territory, Coetzee's reference to the colonizing nation is equally ambiguous 

in that he refers to it as "Empire" without specifying its national affiliation. If in Foe one 

could at least locate the novel in Africa, then Barbarians seems to discourage the reader 

from associating the novel with a real geographical location. Thus Coetzee's diffusion of 

local color has the effect of resisting the assumption shared by many critics that Foe is 

about South Africa only .8 

The fact that Foe is about writing has led many "poststructuralist critics and linguists 

who appear to form an intellectual subculture for his fiction" (Clayton 153) to align the 

novel with the poststructuralist notion of writing. Here I must clarify a confusion 

inadvertently caused by Attwell who, without careful qualifications, attributes the 

metafictional elements in Foe to Coetzee's endorsement of the postmodernist notion of 

writing. The problem with Attwell, it seems to me, is that he hastily ascribes Coetzee's 

suspicion of the power of textuality/representation or, self-reflexivity, to the ideological 

root of postmodernism. Attwell's analyses would have been more persuasive had he 

demonstrated, rather than just posited, that metafiction exclusively belongs to the 

postmodern, that it cannot belong to the postcolonial. The lack of persuasiveness is 

aggravated by his omission of Derrida in his entire book, who has the most to say about 

postmodern writing as well as Nietzsche who has tremendously influenced Derrida. My 

point is that critics who note the postmodern elements in Foe merely have noted the 

superficial; they have failed to note that Coetzee's use of postmodern strategies is not to 

confirm their usefulness to postcolonial writing but to show their inefficiency at which 
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postcolonial writing can salutarily pick up. In other words, the postmodern and the 

postcolonial do not go together in Foe, and their opposition can be seen clearly in 

Coetzee's approach to history, one that reverses the role of history formerly marginalized 

by poststructuralists. In competing with textual codification for what Althusser calls an 

"absent cause," Coetzee's history refuses to be suppressed by the hermetic poetics of 

poststructuralists, one that exclusively privileges the signifier over the signified in the act 

of writing. Such a resistance thus emits a massive ideological offence against the 

bourgeois project of constructing subjectivity from Descartes through Hegel to 

Nietzsche.9 This sense of subjectivity is forcefully articulated by Derrida's subjectivist 

account of writing. One major theme running through Writing and Difference is 

Derrida's claim that "writing is inaugural" (11) in the sense that it is not an expression of 

some pre-excising object. Here Derrida is obviously suggesting a divorce of the signifier 

with the signified. Having effaced "presence" as the object of writing, Derrida then 

designates "absence" or "excess" as the new object of writing. As he writes: 

This emptiness [absence of object] as the situation of literature must be 

acknowledged by the critics as that which constitutes the specificity of his object. 

Or rather, his proper Object- - since nothing is not an object- is the way in which 

this nothing itself is determined by disappearing." (8) 

Just as history cannot be the object of writing, so too literary history cannot be the 

object of literary criticism because Derrida thinks that "literary history" places restraints 

on the internal criticism of the work . . (14) . For Derrida, then, history ultimately 

becomes the history of several metaphors or even the diverse intonations of several 
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metaphors. It should be easy to see where Derrida's limitation lies when we place him 

against Coetzee's dialectic understanding of sign. But to be fair to Derrida, one should 

not forget the intellectual context in which he makes these ahistorical remarks. In 

Writing and Difference, Derrida identifies Western metaphysics as being repressive in so 

far as it sets limits on Western writing. His revulsion of presence as object derives from 

his recognition that Western writing has been merely different imitations and 

"interpretations" of the one true and cherished "Leibnizian Book" (10)-- the Bible. To 

liberate writing from under the grip of this Master Book, Derrida suggests, it is 

imperative to call the disappearance of this Book, and hence the absence of the object of 

writing. It seems to me that even though Derrida's critique of Western logocentrism is 

philosophically daring and illuminating, the extremist methodology he adopts is certainly 

problematic and hence leaves him open to charge; for example, his tendency to treat 

human phenomena as a chain of metaphors is certainly reductive, if not fallacious. Seen 

in this light, Coetzee's reversal of history from absence to presence may be seen finally as 

marking Coetzee's departure from poststructuralists on the issue of history.10 

Of course, in restoring history into the process of writing, Coetzee does not merely 

revise the Derridean concept of writing; he demonstrates that writing can serve as a 

model by means of which the larger question of identity or being may be addressed in 

light of posthumanism, and the transfer from the semantic zone of writing to that of being 

is most clearly enacted by Susan's changes, her evolution from a humanist to a 

posthumanist, from a complete character to an incomplete character. In the early part of 

the novel Susan appears to share a set of conceptions that are distinctly humanist, notably 
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her ideas about the self, the Other (Friday), and the act of writing. Susan's attitude 

toward Friday, one notes, marks an interesting trajectory of transformation. For Susan, 

initially, Friday remains an Other who has little in common with her as a white European; 

Friday occupies a position completely outside Susan's realm of self, and the images she 

initially forms of Friday evoke animality and barbarity. That a "Negro with a head of 

fuzzy wool" like Friday (5) is a "cannibal" (6) is a notion Susan quickly adopts upon 

meeting Friday; she subsequently aligns Friday with "a dog," a "dumb beast" (32), and "a 

frightened horse" (42). For quite some time Friday appears to Susan no more than a 

"shadowy [and wretched] creature" (24) who belongs to a totally different category-- a 

category of inhumanity. Gradually, however, through her close interaction with Friday 

Susan comes to notice the other side of Friday, the side that is reminiscent of human 

attributes and qualities, and her knowledge of this other side of Friday arouses her 

"compassion for him, taking care of him and trying to send him home to Afr ica . . (Post 

149). Even early in the island episode Susan has glimpsed the "spirit or soul... beneath 

that dull and unpleasing exterior" (33) through Friday's petal-casting drama. Later, 

Friday's "dancing [in] robes" (92) and playing "music" (96) on the flute further disclose 

to Susan the artistic, the sentimental, and even the romantic side in Friday. 

That white characters are capable of compassion toward the colonized race is a 

recurring theme in Coetzee's novels. In Waiting for the Barbarians, for example, one 

finds in the character of the Magistrate a telling example of inter-racial sympathy. The 

Magistrate's "sorry" (35) for the natives is evident in his "pleading" for "the old man . . . 

[and the] boy" (5) who are brutally tortured by Colonel Joll and in his tender care for the 
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blind barbarian "girl" (52). In dramatizing this compassion Coetzee seems to suggest that 

racial hatred and prejudice are constantly subverted by people of the privileged race. This 

subversion becomes more forceful when Coetzee places his white characters into sexual 

relationships with the colonized, and the inter-racial sexual encounter clearly undermines 

the conventional concept of racial difference. Just as the Magistrate is capable of making 

love to the barbarian girl, so Susan is capable of making love to Friday, Cruso, and Mr. 

Foe, and for Coetzee the only difference between these pairs is gender. 

Initially both Susan and Foe tend to hold a set of preconceptions about writing; for 

example, both regard imagination as a defining asset of a writer, and both believe in the 

commercial value of writing. To a professional writer like Foe writing itself becomes a 

business, and to write is to make money. The same holds true for Susan for whom the 

initial motive to publish her story is to become "famous throughout the land, and rich, 

too" (58), and the commercial value of books is put to good use when she sells books in 

exchange for "shoes" (100) and "a guinea" (107) when needs prevail. But as writing 

proceeds, its commercial and imaginative attributes gradually fade under the pressing 

weight of Friday's silence; writing gradually takes on an ethical attribute, giving way to 

ethical rather than commercial concerns. The process of writing has changed Susan who, 

having gone through toils and moils, has now "discarded... an idle ambition" of 

becoming "famous" (125), and who now regards comfortable material life as "abject" 

(126); all she cares now is to have Foe tell her "true story" (126). After some difficult 

negotiation Susan's insistence on the dimension of truth in story-telling finally wins over 

Foe who is convinced by now what Friday's silence could mean to his writing, authority, 
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and being. Foe now understands that the key to the completion of his story is Friday, and 

his suggestion that Susan teaches Friday to learn writing along with speech marks an 

important step forward as a white writer. 

Along the line of Susan's changes are two key instances that stand out as two key 

stages in the process of Susan's transformation. One instance is found in the middle of 

Part II; ever since Susan finds Friday mute, she has tried to talk to Friday, hoping that one 

day Friday will converse with her in one way or another. At this point in the novel 

Susan's craving for Friday's response reaches a point where she can no longer bear to let 

her speech go unresponded. Her desire for Friday's reply is so strong that it dawns upon 

her that her life is pale, meaningless, and incomplete if she is doomed to "speak into a 

void, day after day, without answer" (80). And the desire for a response is more than a 

desire for a linguistic response; it is the desire for the "embrace of, the embrace by, 

another being" (80). What Susan achieves here is a Lacanian and Bakhtinian notion of 

language that emphasizes the material basis of language, the importance of the 

addressee's response.11 

Another instance is found in Part III when Susan and Friday come across an 

abandoned dead baby on their way to Foe's dwelling. Taking pity on the deserted, Susan 

thinks of delivering the baby to the inhabitants in the nearby cottages, yet on second 

thought she decides not to do so for fear of suspicion of child-abandonment. Susan and 

Friday take lodge "among a grove of trees" (105). Distracted by the thought for the child, 

Susan soon wakes up, figuring that she had better remove the child before crows and rats 

devour the child. It is at this point that Susan's thoughts "ran to Friday" (106), fearing 
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that hunger might incite Friday to eat the dead child. But Susan soon realizes the 

absurdity of her suspicion, as she puts it: "if Friday forswore human flesh during his 

fifteen years on the island why should I not believe he had forsworn it forever? And if in 

his heart of hearts he remained a cannibal, would a warm living woman not make a better 

meal than the cold stiff corpse of a child?" (106). Recognizing the absurdity of her 

suspicion, recognizing that it is Cruso who has "planted... the seeds of madness in. . . 

[her] mind" (106), Susan admits that she "did him wrong to think of him as a cannibal or 

worse, a devourer of the dead" (106), her face soaked in tears of remorse and shame. 

Susan's changed attitude toward the Other further engenders her attitude change 

toward her own selfhood, her own being. That Friday is not somebody who is irrelevant 

to and outside her being, that Friday's silence casts profound implications on her identity 

is the final threshold Susan must cross in becoming a posthumanist. Her realization of 

these implications is fermented precisely by the act of writing itself; in her efforts to have 

her story written Susan finally arrives at the conclusion that Friday's silence not only 

means the absence of the writing subject, the object of writing, but it also means the 

absence of her own self, her own being. Also, in her efforts to have her story written, 

Susan effectively helps Foe evolve from a humanist to a posthumanist who eventually 

renounces the preconceptions about history, writing, and identity to become Susan's 

posthumanist collaborator. 

Thus in Coetzee's hands, a theoretical and an ethical bridge is built between the Self 

and the Other; in his hands the Other is no longer someone who is irrelevant to and 

outside the being of the Self; rather the Other occupies a position inside the Self without 
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which the Self would remain an incomplete and insufficient being. The final implication 

is that the Other becomes a constitutive part, a co-signifier, of the Self. In light of this 

posthumanist Self Other dialectic, then, Friday's silence is not just his; it is also Susan's 

and Foe's whether they like it or not; Friday's wretchedness, savagery, horror, and 

bestiality are not just his; they are also Susan's and Foe's whether they like them or not. 

The only possible relationship between the colonized and the colonizer here is that of 

simultaneity, of presence, of participation, of communication, of co-signification, in 

which the existence of one depends on that of the other regardless whether or not one 

likes the other; it is a relationship based on responsibility, trust, and ethical 

understanding; it is like the relationship between the mother and the child, as Susan puts 

it: "A woman may bear a child she does not want, and rear it without loving it, yet be 

ready to defend it with her life" (111). 

Coetzee's use of white characters as agents of change is also a central theme of a later 

novel Age of Iron set in Cape Town, and like Foe the agent of change is a white female, 

Mrs Curren, through whom Coetzee demonstrates that her attitude toward the Other, a 

"derelict" (3 ) called Mr. Vercueil, undergoes a series of changes until it reaches a 

triumphant epiphany at the novel's end. Having contracted cancer and knowing her days 

to be countable in this world, Mrs. Curren records her last days in a letter to her daughter 

in America. The entire letter, from the first page to the last, recounts Mrs. Curren's 

changing relationship with Mr. Vercueil who is found to take lodge in her backyard one 

day. What is most unusual about the novel, as Attridge notes, is that a casual homeless 

who is "outside any of the normal codes that govern interpersonal re la t ions . .who 
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"renderfs] the least appropriate repository for anyone's trust" should "play a central role 

in Mrs. Curren's revision of her selfhood and her values. .(62). Mr. Vercueil, with his 

"weathered skin" (13) and "[a]n unsavory smell" (14), first strikes Mrs. Curren as merely 

a foul alcoholic for whom she can only feel repulsion and indifference. As her letter 

proceeds, however, Mrs. Curren finds Mr. Vercueil unexpectedly performing several 

roles: as helper, companion, and lover, and as the novel closes, the distance and 

indifference Mrs. Curren initially feels toward Mr. Vercueil disappears in the very 

mighty... embrace Mr. Vercueil holds her fragile body in, an embrace from which 

"there was no warmth to be had" (198). The dynamic that propels this changing 

relationship is, as Attridge notes, "a fundamental ethical understanding" ("Trusting the 

Other" 66), the willingness to open oneself to the Other and to trust the Other. As Cherry 

Clayton also notes, Age of Iron "reaffirms an intersubjectivity sometimes called love" 

(164) that finally unites Mrs. Curren and Mr. Vercueil. Through their final union, though 

somewhat unusual, Coetzee shows that the Other is indispensable in the constitution of 

the Self; when Mrs. Curren writes about herself she is actually writing about her changing 

relationship with Mr. Vercueil, the implication being that writing about the Self is 

impossible without first of all writing about the Other. As Mrs. Curren writes: "When I 

write about him I write about myself' (9), and like Susan, Mrs. Curren arrives at such a 

revelation through the act of writing. 

Accordingly, in both novels Coetzee permits the linguistic zone of writing to be 

transgressed, traversed, and contrapuntalized by the philosophical zone of being, just as 

he allows the Self to be supplemented and co-constructed by the Other. As we have seen, 
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Coetzee has arrived at this crucial boundary-crossing by way of the concept of 

simultaneity, the belief that it is necessary to consider an object not in its isolation but in 

its multiple relations to and juxtaposition with other objects. Thus Coetzee's 

commitment to the new mode of writing sets him apart from the first and second 

generations of African writers who tend to hold on to nationalism, nativism, or insular 

multiculturalism, writers such as Achebe, the early Soyinka, and some part of Gordimer. 

What Coetzee's writing finally represents is, I suspect, the beginning of a new phase in 

postcolonial writing that can be fittingly taken as a subset of posthumanist writing that 

may well become the new paradigm of writing in the new century to come. 



CHAPTER VI 

EPILOGUE: ONCE MORE ON THE ECONOMICS OF POSTHUMANISM: 

THE CASE OF CONGWEN SHEN 

My investigation of the intersection of postcolonialism and posthumanism so far has 

been concerned with works written in English or works categorized as "Anglophone 

postcolonial literature." Because the adjective "Anglophone" is readily applicable to 

such novels as A Passage to India, Murphy, and Foe, there seems little doubt about the 

feasibility to canonize them as postcolonial literary texts. This feasibility stems from a 

shared consensus by postcolonial critics, a consensus that tends to define postcolonial 

literature as being either Anglophone or Francophone postcolonial literature. For many 

postcolonial critics the very concept of postcolonial pertains almost exclusively to 

territories formerly colonized and settled by European powers, territories such as Africa, 

the Caribbean, India, Australia, and Ireland, as evidenced by major publications on 

postcolonial studies.1 I want to argue here that the insistence on linguistic homogeneity 

in canonizing postcolonial literature has resulted in the omission of literatures that 

nonetheless reflect European colonialism but written in languages other than English and 

French, literatures written in Chinese and Spanish, for example. Consequently, the 

formation of the canon has suffered from its own methodological limitations and rigid 

boundaries. If we agree that European colonialism is a global phenomenon that goes 

beyond English- and French-speaking countries; if we agree that writers outside the 

English-speaking world have produced anti-colonial works, then it seems to me 

unnecessary to narrowly canonize postcolonial literature as being exclusively 

Anglophone and Francophone. 

One example of the canon's limitations is the omission of post-1840 Chinese 
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experience that, while similar to the Indian, Irish, and African experiences, retains certain 

characteristics of its own. One such characteristic is the fact that, unlike India, Ireland, 

and Africa that were turned into settler-colonies and deprived of national independence, 

China was only partially occupied, and for that reason, may be properly termed a "semi-

colony". Ever since The First Opium War (1840) when Britain fired open China's door 

to the West, China has remained a semi-colony for over a century until, officially 

speaking, the turn-over of Hong Kong in July 1997. During this lengthy period, China, 

like India, Ireland, and Africa, has suffered enormous economic losses, national 

humiliation, and injustice under the insidious manipulation of European powers, as 

evidenced by a series of indemnities, cessions, and pacts imposed upon China.2 But since 

European powers, active and formidable as they were, never managed to turn China into a 

settler-colony, the Western impact on China's economic, social, cultural, and linguistic 

make-up remains much less visible, with the exception of Hong Kong, than the impact on 

the several settler-colonies I mentioned earlier.3 

For the very reason that the Chinese experience must be acknowledged as part of 

European colonial history; for the very reason that the Chinese experience is partially 

compatible with the experience of Africa, India, and the Caribbean, I argue that the 

exclusion of non-English literatures from postcolonial studies has resulted in an 

inadequate account of European colonial history. While it may seem unrealistic and, 

perhaps, hardly justifiable to force non-English literatures into postcolonial studies and 

college curriculum in America, where readers and students are mostly native English 

speakers, it seems equally questionable and hardly justifiable to hastily brush aside 

literatures not originally written in English but are available in English translations. 

Postcolonial Anglophone literature, if that is the best term for the moment, it seems to 

me, should at least comprise not only texts written in English but texts available in 

English translation. This is necessary because when European colonialism, due to its 
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overwhelming geographical scope, has constituted the formation of a global world 

culture, it seems both provincial and futile to subdivide national colonial experience 

based on rigid linguistic and national boundaries. A universalist approach is necessary, if 

one recalls that modernity, often seen by historians as Empire's bedfellow, also fostered 

the globalization of a modern world culture. One advantage of this universalist approach 

is that it allows us to juxtapose different colonial experiences in a global context. 

Another advantage is that this approach provides a more accurate, more authentic 

account, (if one believes that there is such thing as authenticity in this world) of European 

colonial history. 

My reading of Congwen Shen's Long River (1942), a novel that touches upon the 

West's colonial encounter with mainland China, will show how an analysis of a Chinese 

text in English translation may broaden and deepen our understanding of colonialism as a 

global phenomenon. It will also reveal that in denouncing colonialism Shen offers a 

solution that appears to be close to Beckett's economic solution, one that advocates non-

action and minimal desire. To the best of my knowledge, a postcolonial approach to 

Shen's novels is a topic that critics have not yet explored, and I hope that this chapter will 

open up a new area of inquiry and take postcolonial studies beyond its present boundary. 

One reason I have chosen Shen is that most of his works are available in English 

translation, and this clearly indicates his reputation as an internationally known modern 

Chinese author, who was twice invited to lecture in Yale and Columbia in the early 

1980s, and who was among a few Chinese nominees for the Nobel Prize in Literature. 

Another reason I have chosen Shen is that many of Shen's works directly comment on 

Western influence upon China between 1920s and 1940s. Finally, I have chosen Shen 

because his anti-colonial attitude is informed, even strengthened, by his posthumanist 

critique of colonialisms of all kinds; in other words, the postcolonial and posthumanist 

perspectives come together nicely in Shen's works. 
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Inevitably, then, my reading of Long River as a critical commentary on European 

colonialism deviates from various previous readings, that, while being useful in helping 

us understand China, Western Hunan, and Shen, have failed to note the novel's less 

explicit anti-colonial motif. For quite some time Shen has been regarded as a native soil 

writer or a regionalist writer who is concerned with the destiny of the people of his home 

land. Regionalist fiction is a popular genre in the early twentieth century, and Lun Xun is 

often considered a pioneer of this genre since a large portion of Lu Xun's fiction are set in 

his hometown-Shaoxing.4 Critics who hold this view generally pay attention to the local 

color in Shen's fiction and to his often visible nostalgia over his homeland. As David 

Der-wei Wang writes, "His nostalgia for West Hunan stems not only from a personal 

attachment to his birthplace but also from an imaginative tie to the literary place" (248). 

Another popular critical view portrays Shen as largely an apolitical writer who pursues an 

apolitical engagement with literature. Jeffery C. Kinkley, for example, calls Shen "one of 

China's least ideological writers of the 1920s, 1930s..." (157).5 Clearly, both the 

regionalist and the apolitical images of Shen fall short of his use of Western Hunan as a 

powerful political gesture to undermine both internal and external colonialisms. Here, a 

brief account of Shen's background will shed light on how Shen, the least educated of the 

four authors, has arrived at the crossroad of these two perspectives. 

"The two most beautiful little towns in China are Fenghuang in Hunan and Changding 

in Fujian, the verdict is made by the New Zealand poet Rewi Alley, who lived in China 

for nearly sixty years. It is in one of these two towns, Fenghuang, in the Western part of 

Hunan, near the provincial borders of Sichuan and Kweichow, that Shen was bom. 

Fenghuang was largely populated by Chinese garrison troops, and the native Miao people 

(one of the minorities in China) of whom Shen was a descendant.6 He came from a 

military family, and both his grandfather and father had served in the local army, a path 

Shen later followed. Shen's individuality found full expression early in childhood; 
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unwilling to subject himself to the discipline of old-fashioned private tutors, he preferred 

to make society his textbook and would rather study Nature and human affairs on his 

own. Two of his favorites were playing truant and telling lies. A sore disappointment to 

his family, he was sent to the army upon graduation from elementary school, and for five 

years, he traveled up and down the Yuan River, leading an unsteady and difficult life. 

During this period, he had the opportunity to read many ancient Chinese classics, and 

later under the influence of the literary revolution growing out of the JVIay 4th Movement 

in 1919, and hoping to acquire more education and a better future, he left his home 

country for Beijing at the age of twenty one.7 Though determined to cut himself from his 

past life, his affection and admiration for his home country remained unchanged, as 

evidenced by the large number of works he produced about Western Hunan--a both real 

and imaginative Utopian locale. 

While in Beijing, Shen was first exposed to a broad array of such Western ideologies 

as democracy, freedom, equality, and suffrage. He also acquainted himself with works by 

such foreign writers as Chekhov, Turgenev, Dickens, Gogol, and Ibsen. But Shen's 

response to these new ideas was never enthusiastic; nor was his response to these foreign 

literary masters, except some experimental stylistic imitation. Shen's indifference to and 

suspicion about Western modernization and its usefulness to the Chinese society thus set 

him apart from many of his contemporaries who, dazzled and exhilarated by the then 

popular Western ideas, were eager to absorb them and put them into practice.8 From the 

very beginning of his intellectual and literary encounter with the West, Shen remained 

sober-minded, believing that Western modernization was not a way out for China. On the 

contrary, Shen believed that modernization had brought China more harm than hope, the 

harm being most conspicuous in the twisting and degrading of human nature. To Shen, 

therefore, China's future lies not in blindly modeling after the West but in China's own 

reconstitution of a healthy national character, one which he tries to preserve and salvage 
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in his writing. Because of his resistant attitude toward modernization, Shen was once 

considered a native soil type of writer, a regionalist who draws his source for literary 

creativity from a restricted geography-Western Hunan. 

To demonstrate how Western modernization, heightened by late capitalism and 

imperialism, threatens to erode Chinese traditions and values, Shen's early works draw a 

sharp contrast between metropolitan cities and the rural countryside, and between the dire 

present and the haven-like past. Works of this period include Ducks (a collection of 

plays, short stories, and poetry, 1926), Sweet Oranges (a collection of short stories), After 

Rain and Other Tales (a collection of short stories), The Story of Ahei (a novelette, 1933). 

Broadly speaking, these works evince two tendencies: love for homeland, a symbol of 

beauty, purity, and tranquility, and resentment for the metropolis, a symbol of corruption 

and ugliness. During this period, Shen, though mindful of the encroachment of modern 

life upon Chinese cities, was still optimistic about the pre-modern peacefulness enjoyed 

by the rural countryside, typically, Western Hunan. It seemed to him that the remote 

region of Western Hunan provided a site of historical vestige and was temporarily 

sheltered from the intrusion of foreign influence. Thus Shen's works set in the cities 

center on exposing the negative influence of foreign ideologies upon the Chinese younger 

generation while his works set in his home town focus on illustrating the enduring virtue 

of the rural people, mostly sailors and farmers. But the optimism evident in these early 

works gradually gives way to a grim sense of the illusion of such optimism. Especially 

with the outbreak of the second Sino-Japanese War in 1937, Shen's somewhat romantic 

and Utopian vision becomes blurred and is replaced by a more stern and realistic sense 

that even such a provincial locale as Western Hunan could not escape the homogenizing 

force of modernity. Thus Shen's later works attempt to record the process in which 

Western Hunan changes under the foreign influence. Going side by side with this 

realistic sense is Shen's sharp recognition that the continuity of local traditions, especially 
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positive ones, faces a sudden rupture enacted by the arrival of modernity. To Shen, then, 

the pre-modern Western Hunan has become history and can only be reconstructed 

historically and imaginatively. 

Works of this period include two of his masterpieces The Border Town and Long 

River, and he wrote the two works in such a way as to create a sharp contrast between 

pre-modern life and life caught in the pace of modernity. In his preface to The Border 

Town, Shen explains why he wrote the novel: 

The purpose of writing the novel is to represent a form of life that is graceful, 

healthy, spontaneous, and in tune with humanity. I do not intend to take my 

readers on a tour to Peace Blossom Spring, but to deal with how a couple of 

ordinary people, living in a small Town seven hundred lis [miles] upward of 

Taoyuan, along the You River, are involved in a common human problem, and 

how they express their destined sadness and happiness, thereby serving as an 

appropriate example for the ideal of love of human beings... . Even if this world 

may have been ruined, it will survive in my story {Preface 45). 

This statement makes clear that the form of graceful life in tune with humanity as 

Shen envisions in The Border Town no longer exists; it has been "ruined" and can only be 

reconstructed in the form of art. In the novel this graceful life is illustrated through the 

life led by Cuicui, the novel's heroine, and his grandfather, a ferryman by profession. 

Although by no means well-off, Cuicui and her grandfather are content with their simple 

everyday life, enjoying their peace of mind and the good-willed harmony they maintain 

with their customers and neighbors. Their carefree life evokes the possible existence of a 

paradise that, as David Der-wei Wang puts it, reminds one of "an ideal locus that escapes 

temporal and historical forces..." (271). 

Long River, by contrast, brings one from the paradisal past back to the present "flux of 

time" (Wang 265). It expresses Shen's concern with the disintegration of his homeland 
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by the impending force of modernity referred to in the novel as "new life". Set in a rural 

town named The Lus' Village in the late 1930s, Long River recounts how the native 

villagers' daily life is ostensibly affected under the pressing weight of the West's colonial 

expansion through a series of episodes revolving around the orange business of the Teng 

family.9 Here The Lus' Village is no longer the tranquil and harmonious Border Town, 

although local virtues and grace can still be traced among the folks; rather it is a locale 

experiencing the ache of modernity. Having made a fortune by working as a sailor in his 

youth, Mr. Teng now settles in The Lus' Village, well-established with his wife, two 

sons, and three daughters. For his old age, he has handed over his boat business to his 

two sons and has bought an orange grove as a subsidiary business for the rest of the 

family. Because of his known generosity and integrity, Teng is widely respected in the 

community and is often selected to be the representative of the Village whenever a 

representative is needed. 

One example of Teng's generosity can be seen from the fact that he invariably invites 

passers-by to eat his oranges for free, no matter how many; he also refuses to charge 

those who want a fair amount of oranges to be given to friends. Another example is his 

kindness to the old sailor whose story is a sad one. In his youth, the old sailor once 

prospered; he owned two boats, had a wife and two sons. Unfortunately, his wife and 

two sons contracted "dysentery from eating a watermelon and died within a few days" 

(325). Having sold his two boats to buy three coffins to bury his wife and sons, he then 

started his boat business again, hoping that his luck would change for the better. 

Contrary to his wish, however, his luck turned for the worse; in one of his trips up the 

river, his boat smashed on a rock, himself making a narrow escape. The incident left the 

old sailor totally disheartened and in destitute conditions when he came to seek residence 

in The Lus' Village. It so happened that it is "customary for the local people to help 

others willingly in such a circumstance (326), and when the situation is brought to 
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Teng's attention, he feels sympathy for the old sailor and decided to help him out. Teng 

invites the old sailor to live with his family for the rest of his life and promises that the 

old sailor will be treated as a blood member of the family. After a couple of polite 

refusals, the old sailor accepts the invitation and moves in with the Teng family. 

Worthy of note is that Teng s kindness is set against the backdrop of a community in 

which kindness to and sympathy for others are greatly valued; here Teng's selfless virtue 

can be read as a miniature of a communal ethic that encourages selflessness for others. 

This ethic, in part, is what sustains the continuation of the idyllic feature of the region. 

The way Teng runs his business and the way he treats others is indicative of an ethic that 

promotes communal solidarity, and it is this kind of ethic that makes possible harmonious 

human relationships within the community on the one hand and within the family on the 

other. Like many other villagers, Teng rises to fortune and prosperity by honest and hard 

work, and the way he runs his business is marked by honesty and industry. For example, 

he would carry such home products as oranges and vegetables to sell upstream, and on his 

way home he would bring consumer goods such as "matches, sea food, and cigarettes" 

(321) to sell in his own village. Teng's career line is, indeed, emblematic of many other 

villagers; in seeking economic and social mobility, these local folks strictly adhere to the 

ethical principle that leaves no room for indecent means. On the basis of this shared 

communal ethic, the local folks go about their daily activities, treating one another as 

equals and friends. The same ethic applies to family members, who treat one another on 

the basis of love and affection, free of malice and ill intentions; for example, in Teng's 

family, we see bounty love and affection between parents and children and between the 

siblings. 

To the degree that Shen s Western Hunan perches on the borderline between 

modernity and its pre-modern idyllic stage, it is appropriate to draw an analogy between 

Western Hunan and two pre-modern societies outside China that share a similar destiny 
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in the course of historical evolution: Thomas Hardy's Wessex and Chinua Achebe's Ibo 

village. The analogy here rests on the manners in which the three authors set out to 

record these societies' transformation and entrance into the modern age, be this modern 

age incarnated in the form of industrial revolution in Hardy's hands or of Europe's 

colonial encounter with the Orient in the hands of Achebe and Shen. The analogy 

becomes more telling when one notes the manner in which the three authors critically 

comment on the process of modernization in relation to the originally more or less self-

sufficient society. 

Critics of Hardy generally agree that Hardy's Wessex novels have established him as 

"the novelist of a vanishing way of life, with a nostalgic yearning for old-fashioned rural 

simplicity and a deep hostility to the disruptive forces of urbanism, industrialism, even 

education..." (Williams xiii). And Hardy's regionalism is often seen as carrying a 

conservative or anti-modern charge against the globalizing and homogenizing tendencies 

of modernity, even while it acknowledges the inevitability of its spread. I am not sure I 

entirely agree with this critical assessment, since it seems to me that modern conceptions 

are rampant in Hardy's novels, conceptions such as individualism (Return of the Native), 

sex, and education (Jude the Obscure). But I do concur that Hardy's novels endeavor to 

reconstruct a vanishing rural England by portraying an irreconcilable tension between his 

modern-minded characters, eager to embrace progressive and new ideas (Tess, Jude, 

Eustacia, and Clym), and the Victorian social, cultural, and moral conventions. It seems 

to me that Hardy is more modern than Victorian, and his visible anxiety and pessimism 

can be seen as a modernist's sensitivity to the conflict between modern characters and 

their conservative Victorian environment. In this sense, Hardy's Wessex may be seen as 

a miniature of the late Victorian England that has failed to keep pace with the wheel of 

time. 

Achebe's Ibo village of Umuofia in Things Fall Apart, on the other hand, becomes a 
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site on which bloody battles are fought between white Christian missionaries and African 

tribal villagers. Like Hardy's Wessex, Ibo is primarily a self-enclosed and self-reliant 

agricultural region before the appearance of the Christian missionaries; added to this 

agricultural feature is the tribal social structure in which the chieftain serves as the 

highest authority in the village. Achebe presents a vivid picture of how the once secluded 

tribal society is forced open by white missionaries and how indigenous rituals and 

customs are shattered and even defeated by the colonizers' new ideologies. In charting 

the gradual erosion of African traditions in the colonial encounter, Achebe also presents a 

picture of the natives' persistent resistance to colonizers' Christian conversion, 

culminating in the violent clash between the Church and the clan and resulting in the 

arrest of Okonkwo and five other clan leaders. Ibo for Achebe, as Wessex for Hardy and 

Western Hunan for Shen, has historically disappeared and can only be reconstructed and 

preserved in literary forms. 

While Shen portrays Western Hunan as an imaginary haven of peace, he also 

dramatizes how this garden-like region is threatened to fall apart under the influence of 

European colonialism. In the novel, Shen focuses on illuminating the economic side of 

this influence by demonstrating how colonialism has negatively affected China's home 

economy in general and the orange business of the local people in particular. As Shen 

reveals, one of the main economic resources for the local people in The Lus' Village is 

oranges. Many local people make a living by selling oranges and other products such as 

tung oil, timber, and tobacco to customers downstream. In Teng's generation, one can 

manage to make a fortune by running a boat business if he is not struck by ill fortune as 

the old sailor. But by the time the novel opens, things have changed; the consumer 

market downstream is no longer solely controlled by the local orange growers. By this 

time, foreign business men have arrived and seized part of the consumer market with 

"imported" products of foreign companies. These products of which orange is one are 
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sold at a considerably higher price than home-made ones; for example, a single orange 

imported from "America" would cost as much as ten to twenty cents in big cities, 

whereas home-made oranges can only sell at ten cents for four to five pounds. The 

difference is, of course, enormous, and the reason why people, mostly educated middle 

class in the cities, are willing to pay more for imported oranges is that they are led to 

believe that foreign products are more "nutritious for their children's growth" (10, trans 

Lin).10 But the fact is, as Shen ironically reveals, home-grown oranges are "superior to 

imported oranges both in color and quality" (10, trans. Lin). With the arrival of foreign 

products on the Chinese market, one inevitable outcome is that they take away part of the 

consumer market originally controlled by the local people; as a result, home-made 

oranges are devalued to such an extent that they are hardly worthy of anything. 

In dramatizing the competition for the consumer market, Shen provides an implicit 

clue as to why foreign business men are able to beat indigenous Chinese orange growers. 

Early in the novel, Shen notes two different manners in which orange business is handled 

by foreign and native farmers: whereas Chinese orange growers try to sell their products 

by selling what they really are~their quality-foreign business men flexibly transform the 

quality issue into the realm of rhetoric, a way of persuasion, and an art of psychology. 

Foreign business men know how to appeal to the power of commercials, psychology, and 

aesthetics. For example, as Shen shows, imported oranges are always "beautifully 

wrapped up in paper on which are detailed explanations of functions and careful 

instructions of how to consume them effectively" (19, trans Lin), a technique local 

Chinese farmers would never dream of using during that time. In this way, foreign 

business men are able to beat their Chinese counterparts who know nothing of the power 

of advertising. 

Facing the severe competition from the outside, Chinese orange growers know no 

means to restore the lost market; rather, they turn to compete with their fellow 
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countrymen. Admitting defeat yet driven by the need to sell their products, they turn to 

look for markets that have not yet been occupied or less densely occupied by imported 

products. The sense of the need to compete not with foreign tradesmen but with their 

own countrymen is well articulated by the Chairman of the Board of Business in his 

conversation with Teng. During Teng's visit to the Chairman, the latter reminds Teng of 

the possibility to sell his oranges in Hankow, a medium-size Chinese city, as he tells 

Teng: " . . . I heard from the bailiff that the orange price in the capital of Chang Te is 

pretty good; not many foreign products have arrived there yet. Why don't you make 

haste and sail a few boats downstream? Don't let the people of Hueitonghongjiang and 

Xupu take this obvious advantage!" (73, trans Lin)11. The Chairman's remarks evidently 

suggest the non-resistant attitude of the local people as well as the almost unobstructed 

triumph of the foreign take-over of the Chinese market. They also suggest that the 

colonizers' economic expansion has tightened up the internal competition between 

Chinese farmers, a phenomenon still new to the local people. As a result of this type of 

competition, Teng and others are obliged to struggle for a living, since many of their 

oranges are left to rot before they ever get sold, which often incurs great economic losses 

on the part of the local folks. 

The impact of colonialism upon China's economy can be further seen from the 

presence of other foreign products among which are opium and Three Castle Cigarettes.12 

Like imported oranges, opium and Three Castle Cigarettes have taken away part of 

China's tobacco market, and with the foreign cigarettes available on the market, many 

Chinese smokers have chosen to switch to foreign products. When Teng's third son 

named Three Black Son comments on how the Chinese smokers unwisely spend their 

money, he is criticizing both foreign tradesmen who make money regardless of means on 

the one hand and Chinese smokers who have thoughtlessly taken on the harmful habit. 

As Three Black Son puts it: " . . . when those people have made a little money, they spend 
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all of it on The Three Castle Cigarettes; if everybody does this, then the British and 

American tobacco companies will certainly welcome it!" (163, trans Lin). The extent to 

which opium has harmed China can be seen from the fact that China is forced to wage a 

series of campaigns against opium addiction, and even in a small town like The Lus' 

Village, there is a "Government licensed 'Rehabilitation Center for Opium Addicts'" 

(321). Of course, colonial influence goes beyond oranges and cigarettes to include 

modern commodities such as cosmetics, "canned foods," torches, ballpens and others. 

How should we understand Shen's frequent allusions to foreign products and their 

inevitable impact on China's home economy? Here I find Said's analysis of Jane 

Austen's Mansfield Park in Culture and Imperialism a useful frame of reference. To 

Said's credit, the relationship between culture/literature and Empire is now a frequent 

topic in literary analyses; to search for and study this relationship, as Said puts it, will 

help explain "the formation of imperial attitudes, references, and experiences" (xii) on the 

one hand and "a historical experience of resistance against empire" (xii) on the other. 

Focusing on illuminating the economic relationship between Mansfield Park, a wealthy 

English estate and Sir Thomas Bertram's estate in Antigua, Said is able to show that even 

though Austen's allusion to Bertram's overseas slave plantation is only "casual" (89), it 

nonetheless reveals her recognition of "the importance of an empire to the situation at 

home" (89). While Said is cautious in passing ideological judgement upon Austen, he 

does not hesitate to suggest that Austen's novel must not be regarded as entirely innocent 

of "a sordid history... not only because it is irresponsible to do so, but because we know 

too much to [assume this innocence] in good faith" (95). In Said's view, accordingly, 

"the novel steadily, if unobtrusively, opens up a broad expanse of domestic imperialist 

culture without which Britain's acquisition of territory would not been have possible" 

(95). If Said's reading of Austen offers an explanation for the formation of imperialist 

attitudes, then a Saidian reading of Shen promises to illuminate the Chinese experience 
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of resistance to Western imperialism because Long River reveals a similar economic 

relationship between China and its colonizing nations except in a more elusive way. 

Against this background, we must first of all understand why these foreign products 

are allowed into the Chinese market. Second, we must understand why there seems to be 

little resistance on the part of the local Chinese. In order to put these questions into 

perspective, a brief recall of modern Chinese history seems to be in order. Prior to the 

eighteenth century, China was mainly an independent nation, adhering to a self-reliance 

policy both politically and economically. However, this self-reliance policy goes against 

the expansionist plan of Western powers such as France and Britain, who, attracted by 

Chinese products and its great potential as a consumer market, were resolved to open 

China's door to the West. Thus, as Witold Rodzinski observes, "the initiative" in the 

"development" of China's trade relations with the West "rested solely with the latter 

[Britain and France]" (177). Britain, in particular, was eager to gain access to the 

Chinese market for the export of their manufactured goods while anxious to increase their 

import of Chinese products such as tea, silk, and porcelain. To increase its export 

avenue, Britain landed on opium that, produced in India, quickly made its way into the 

Chinese market. Having failed in its two ventures to persuade the Ching monarchy to 

grant Britain more favorable conditions in the opium trade, it finally went so far as to 

declare The First Opium War that ended with China's defeat and the signing of The 

Nanking Treaty (1842), the first unequal treaty imposed upon China. As stipulated in the 

Nanking Treaty, China was to pay Britain $21 million ($6 million compensation for the 

confiscated opium, $12 million war costs indemnity, and $3 million to cover Cohong 

debts, and to open five ports, Canton, Amoy, Foochow, Ningpo, and Shangshai) to 

British trade and residence. As Rodzinski notes, the opening of China following the 

Opium War "resulted in the transformation of [China] into a semi-colony" (184). 

Encouraged by the great success of Britain, the French and Americans lost no time in 
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securing for themselves the most favorite-nation clause. The presence of foreign products 

in Long River must be situated in the above historical context, particularly against the 

backdrop of the Nanking Treaty that significantly transformed China's economy from a 

self-reliant pattern to a two-way traffic one. 

The critical attitude Shen adopts toward colonialism in Long River thus makes the 

novel unambiguously anti-colonial. But my interest in the novel goes beyond its anti-

colonial design; my interest lies, in fact, in the ways in which this anti-colonial design 

falls in with the larger posthumanist motif. It seems to me that the bridge we can build 

between the postcolonial and the posthuman in Long River is precisely what has saved 

Shen from falling prey to nationalist and nativist writing, which is largely informed by 

the humanist conception of identity. We can locate this bridge in the way Shen 

simultaneously maintains a critical distance toward what may be called internal 

"colonialism" in the form of civil wars, heavy taxes, exploitation by government officials, 

and others. In the novel Shen shows that the Chinese native soil is not free of domination 

and exploitation of what he calls "ordinary people;" this internal colonialism is, in fact, 

quite compatible with external colonialism in that both create the problem of alienation 

between the Self and the Other. In the novel, the internal colonialism is climatically 

illustrated by the encounter between Teng and the District Sheriff in the chapter entitled 

"Buying Oranges." As a rule, the Teng family would give a few baskets of oranges for 

free to friends who wish to give to their friends downstream as gifts. Knowing about this 

rule of the Tengs, the District Sherif cannot refrain from the temptation to take advantage 

of this well-meaning rule. His original plan is that he "buys" a full boat of oranges from 

Teng and arranges to have it sold downstream; this way he could make at least a thousand 

Chinese dollars-what a delightful profit! The District Sherif also knows that Teng would 

be too polite to charge him for the oranges if he tells Teng that he wants the oranges to be 

given to friends downstream. Thus planned, the Sherif visits Teng's orange grove one 
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day, announces his order, emphasizing that he has come to "buy" oranges. From his 

experience and his knowledge about the Sheriffs dealings with people, Teng somehow 

suspects the buyer's intention, and after a few questions, Teng sees through the Sheriff s 

trick. Not wishing to offend the Sheriff openly, Teng tells the Sheriff: "If you want 

oranges to give to friends, I'll have ten baskets sent to you for free by tomorrow" (111, 

trans Lin), adding cautiously that the Sheriff does not need a full boat to be given as gifts. 

Both are embarrassed by the situation yet none is willing to make any concession. 

Finally, the Sheriff has to leave, his plan completely foiled. Feeling infuriated, the 

chagrined Sheriff later sends his men to raid Teng's orange grove and uproot a large 

portion of Teng's orange trees for no good reason at all. According to Shen, the 

confrontation between Teng and the Sheriff can be made to bear on China's encounter 

with European colonialism; both are based on an unequal relationship of the dominating 

and the dominated, the exploiting and the exploited; in so doing, both relegate the Other 

to the realm of control and subjection. Shen's critical distance toward the internal social 

and cultural problems further leads him to a total disillusionment in any form of politics, 

government, or revolution as an efficient and a legitimate agent of social and political 

changes. Shen's critical distance as shown above seems to save him, if only marginally, 

from radical nationalism and nativism, a charge often leveled against such native authors 

as Fanon, Achebe, Yeats, and Allan Paton. It is a marginal escape because on the one 

hand Shen clearly locates posthumanism in the historical past of Western Hunan; in this 

sense Shen's posthumanism becomes a Chinesnized posthumanism. On the other hand, 

Shen makes this localized posthumanism sound useful to contexts outside China because 

it provides a solution to colonialism of all kinds in a global context. 

To the degree that Shen exposes the injustice of colonialism from an economic point 

of view, he is close to Beckett who, as I have demonstrated in chapter three, locates the 

root cause of colonialism in the economic system of capitalism. It seems to me that 
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neither Beckett nor Shen believes that a thorough resistance of global colonialism is 

possible without a thorough resistance of capitalism, and both seem to be skeptical about 

modernization being a marker of human progress. Because Shen shares Beckett's 

conviction to a course of non-action and minimal desire as a solution to capitalism and 

imperialism alike, the distinction I made between economic posthumanism and 

epistemological humanism, between Beckett and Coetzee in chapter one seems applicable 

to Shen and Coetzee. But while this distinction is useful in helping us understand the 

idea of posthumansim and these authors, one must be assured that the difference I note 

earlier and here is less important than these authors' common commitment to rescue man 

from a dire process of fragmentation and alienation. Thus the non-action cause advocated 

by both Beckett and Shen will continue to enlighten us at a time when capitalism is 

rapidly invading every corner of the world, when alienation continues to exist as a major 

problem for contemporary Western society, and when this problem is quickly being 

transplanted onto many developing countries. Shen will be especially useful for those 

who wish to determine a proper cultural location for China in the age of global capitalism 

not only in the interest of the citizens of China but in the interest of citizens of all nations. 



ENDNOTES 

Chapter I 

1 I use the term anti-essentialism to refer to Martin Heidegger' s modern 

phenomenology and Sartre's existentialism. It seems to me that Heidegger undermines 

the stabilized humanist subject by transforming the ideal being into being of Da-sein, 

which is being that signifies itself by way of conditions. Being means, to use his term, 

being in this world, in the world of reality. Sartre goes a step further and insists that 

being can only signify in the approving look of the Other. While I think that it makes 

sense to label the two philosophers anti-essentialists to the extent they all turn their backs 

on philosophical idealism, I suspect that their newly-invented being-as-condition could 

not be termed as a new absolute. I even suspect that we can actually do away with such 

thing as essence at all. What this suspicion may mean is that we should use the term anti-

essentialism with careful qualifications. See Sartre's Being and Nothingness, 

Heidegger's The Basic Problems of Phenomenology especially 32-42, Being and Time 

especially chapter VI. 

2 Concerning the debate on the site of the Self, I tend to think that the theoretical 

correctness here ought to give way to ethical soundness because we cannot fault either 

humanists or posthumanists for taking a theoretical position. 

3 Here Soper is among many other critics who have failed to see that the purpose of 

Lacan's psychoanalysis is not to undo the essence of man but to invent a new essence of 
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man. See my discussion on Lacan in chapter I. 

4 In his recent book on Marx, Derrida seems to acknowledge that Marxism has much to 

offer to poststructuralists. Whether Derrida's interest in Marx should be read as marking 

a new stage in poststructuralist thought is something I am not certain of; but I do feel 

certain that if one is serious about human liberation, one needs to be serious about what 

Marx has said on this topic. See The Specters of Marx. 

5 I think that Foucault's attempt at erasing the trace of agency offers an interesting 

approach to an old problem of Western philosophy--the problem of subject position. It is 

interesting because Foucault simply announces the end of the ontology of the subject and 

then proposes to examine the methodological question of how the subject functions 

within the network of institutional forces. See Archaeology 215-37. 

6 To the extent that Woolf exposes the inadequacy of the interior self and her characters' 

desire and struggles to break out of it, To the Lighthouse can be read as a posthumanist 

text. Similarly, there are visible posthumanist moments in Joyce's critique of Irish 

nationalism in Portrait and Ulysses. 

Chapter II 

1 For discussions on humanism, see Blackham 27-36 and Davies 1-6. 

2 While Deleuze's and Guattari's critique of Oedipus, their association of Oedipus with 

imperialism and fascism offers a useful challenge to Freud's ego hypothesis, it seems to 

me that both philosophers have not gone far enough to identify its root cause, which is 

humanism, as I shall argue throughout this Chapter. Consequently, their suggestion that 
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we can hope to de-Oedupalize psychoanalysis by means of schizoanalysis is not very 

convincing. 

3 For more on Marx's comments on Hegel, see Marx's Essential Writings. 

4 For an account on Nietzsche's role as the founding father of postmodernism, see 

Habermas 83-105. 

5 According to Baudrillard, Marx's critique of political economy does not constitute a 

"radical critique of capitalism but . . . its highest form of justification... (Poster 4). For 

more on this position, see Poster's introduction to Baudrillard and Baudrillard's Selected 

Writings 57-97. 

6 In her recent essay on Marxism, Spivak mounts a formidable challenge to Marx's 

humanism, his insistence on the social and collective aspect of human life. Spivak 

contends that in affirming the authenticity of "class-consciousness," Marx is simply using 

Enlightenment reason to construct a "public... subject"~the proletarian (109). In doing 

so, Marx is basically repeating what the bourgeoisie has done in constructing a bourgeois 

subject. While I admire Spivak's insight, I, however, do not think that we can do away 

with reason or authenticity altogether. The choice here is not so much a theoretical one 

as an ethical one. 

7 Another contemporary thinker who may be assimilated into the group of 

posthumanists is Julia Kristeva. For her posthumanist thoughts, see Nations Without 

Nationalism and Strangers to Ourselves. A few postcolonial, cultural, and feminist 

critics have also effectively made use of and developed posthumanism in their writings. 

See, for example, Said's Orientalism, Culture and Imperialism, Bhabha's Nation and 
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Narration, Gates's Loose Canon: Notes on the Cultural Wars, Morrison's Playing in the 

Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, Judith Butler's Gender Trouble: 

Feminism and the Subversion of Identity and Bodies that Matter, and Teresa Brennan's 

The Interpretation of the Flesh. 

8 What makes Bakhtin's works sound posthumanist here is dialectical materialism. For 

example, in Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, Bakhtin rejects formalists' 

expressive rhetoric that emphasizes the expressive function of language and proposes a 

communicative rhetoric that lays emphasis on the response and reception of the 

addressee. 

9 Here Lacan's view of language is typically Bakhtinian in that both give a prominent 

place to the response and reception of the listener. 

10 A few critics have read Taoism in the light of poststructuralist theory. See, for 

example, Fu and Zhang. 

11 Arkady Plotnitsky has chosen to situate poststructuralists in the context of Niels 

Bohr's theory of complementarity and Georges Bataille's theory of general economy. 

For this approach, see Complementarity. 

12 I have chosen to omit Foucault from the group of constructionist posthumanists 

because the complexity in Foucault's system of thought, for example, the conflicting 

blending of the poststructuralist Foucault and the historicist Foucault, makes it difficult to 

catalogue him as a constructionist posthumanist. 

13 For more on Hassan's point, see Hassan. 

14 Like Jameson, Eagleton holds that postmodernism, like modernism, lacks the 
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political commitment to serve as a gravedigger of capitalism. Even more so, 

postmodernism, because of its "grisly parody of socialist Utopia" (132), cannot escape 

falling a "prey to [capitalist] institutionalization" (135). 

15 For an argument on the connection between humanism and capitalism, see Weber 

especially introduction. 

Chapter III 

1 For further examples, see Smith who identifies Forster's humanism with the 

nineteenth-century Romanticism in their common dismissal of the capitalist money 

nexus. But in making this connection, Smith has neglected Forster's tendency to 

associate human value with men's economic status. Ali also glorifies Forster's art as 

being "enlightened by his humanism" (279). 

2 For observations of Forster's ideological oscillation, see Parry 31-5 and Said's 

Culture and Imperialism 200-209. 

3 For a recent pragmatic/aesthetic critique of postcolonial approaches to A Passage to 

India, see May 115-48. 

4 Like Bakhtin, Lacan and Kristeva hold that the Other plays a constitutive part in the 

constitution of the subject. Whereas for Lacan the subject "can only just prove to the 

Other that he exists" (317) the Other for Kristeva is the "foreigner" who is "the hidden 

face of our identity," who "lives within us," and who "disappears when we all 

acknowledge ourselves as foreigners, unnameable to bonds and communities" {Strangers 

to Ourselves 1). 
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5 For example, the now generally acknowledged marginalization of women as a 

historical phenomenon can be ascribed to "phallocentrism"-- the error of totalizing gender 

identity. This causal connection has been convincingly argued by feminist historians 

such as Lerner, who attributes the historical subjugation of women to the "androcentric 

fallacy" in which the male is constructed as the "norm" while the female as the"deviant" 

of this norm (220) as well as by Laqueur who argues that the way the Western mind 

understands gender and sex from the Greeks to Freud is primarily informed by Galen's 

one-sex model in which women, being evaluated against men, are seen as "inverted and 

hence less perfect men" (26). 

6 E. M. Forster, A Passage to India. All subsequent references are cited from this 

edition. 

7 In arguing the absolute political horizon in literary interpretation, Jameson points out 

the conceptual and pragmatic errors of the bourgeois "reification and privatization of 

contemporary life" (20). As he writes: the "distinction . . . [ between] the public and the 

private, between the social and the psychological, or the political and the poetic, between 

history or society and the individual—maims our existence as individual subjects and 

paralyze our thinking about time and change just as surely as it alienates us from our 

speech itself' (20). The errors Jameson identifies here have no doubt "paralyze[d]" 

Forster's thinking about the English-Indian relation, which is instanced throughout the 

novel by his attempt to separate the personal from the political, a separation which is 

ultimately illusory and false for Jameson. 

8 For a survey of the relation between British liberalism and imperial policies, see 
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Hutchins. 

9 It seems to me that Forster's imaginary conflation of Democracy and Empire itself 

sharply suggests the political impasse into which he has driven himself, since these two 

sociopolitical systems remain mutually exclusive. This conflation also suggests how 

badly Forster was seeking a political middle ground for British India. 

10 Sharpe's "The Unspeakable Limits of Rape: Colonial Violence and Counter-

Insurgency" usefully exemplifies how we can "address the historical production of the 

category of rape within a system of colonial relations" (27). 

11 Savage also notes Forster's tendency to divide people into hierarchies according to 

their economic status. As he writes, "Howards End is in one of its aspects a justification 

of economic privilege; but the recognition of the individual's dependency upon social 

circumstances destroys the possibility of the drama of personal salvation, and substitutes 

the drama of social relationships..." (64). 

12 For example, Hawkins also notes Conrad's dissent from the imperial enterprise: 

"Conrad plainly indicates here [in Heart of Darkness] that he did not feel the original 

'civilizing mission' was noble had it only not been subverted by material lust" (82). 

13 For an account of the bourgeois liberal and humanist tradition, see Sidorsky 1-25. 

Chapter IV 

1 Samuel Beckett, Murphy. All subsequent references are cited from this edition. 

2 Like Abbott, Mitchell also suspects Beckett's commitment to a non-relational art. As 

he writes, "There is something in the deep seriousness of Beckett's attitude toward art" 
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that makes him "suspiciously modern" because this seriousness "does not fit in . . . with 

the playful self-reflexivity o f . . . his [modernist] colleagues" (114). 

3 Of critical accounts on Beckett's relation to Eastern philosophy, Foster's book-length 

study stands out as the most thorough. Focusing on examining the Buddhist tenets in 

Beckett's works, Foster justifies his approach by stating that since "the problems and 

dilemmas that he [Beckett] represents are neither intellectual, philosophical nor 

sociological bu t . . . spiritual"... and since "Buddhism has dealt scientifically with 

dilemmas over the centuries... it provides an apposite frame of reference and in this case 

a sharp critical tool, with which to express the nature of the Beckettian ontological 

impasse" (32). 

4 For examples of Cartesian readings, see Bair 219-29; Mintz 156-65; Acheson 9-24. 

For examples of existentialist readings, see Esslin "Introduction"; Scott 41-47. 

5 See, for example, Trezise. Informed by Derrida's concept of difference and 

separation and by Levinas's concept of alterity, Trezise analyses how Beckett, through 

intersubjectifying Molloy and Moran, transforms Heidegger's self-identical being into 

what he calls "intersubjectivity" (64); namely, "subjectivity as separation" (74). See also 

Watson 1-82. 

6 Here Henning seems to offer a deconstructive reading of the Bakhtinian dialogue, or 

at least she seems to interpret it in the negative sense: carnivalesque is incapable of any 

closure. 

7 Although the conclusion of Begam's larger argument— Beckett finally jettisons the 

possibility of a positive alternative— is debatable, he is right to note Beckett's anti-
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Enlightenment tendency in Murphy. In addition to Federman, Henning, and Begam, 

Connor offers another example of the deconstructive reading. Employing Derrida's and 

Deleuze's concept of repetition, Connor shows that the narrative structure of Murphy is 

woven into a pattern of repetition which is designed "to disappoint the sense of 

progression, and to dissuade us that, as the book plays out towards its 'only conclusion,' 

it does so in fulfillment of what has been prefigured in its opening paragraph" (21). 

8 For a thorough and most readable account of Beckett's critique of Cogito, see 

Begam's chapter on Murphy, 41-65. 

9 For a poststructuralist critique of Marx's dialectic of labor, see Baudrillard 99-116. 

10 For a critique of Marxist anthropology—Marx's concept of human nature— see 

Baudrillard's The Mirror of Production 54-60. 

11 For a critique of Marx's concept of use value, see Baudrillard's For a Critique of the 

Political Economy of the Sign 130-142; 204-212. It seems to me that Baudrillard's 

critique betrays at least two problems; in dismissing Marx's distinction between use value 

and exchange value and in claiming that there is no value whatsoever except exchange 

value Baudrillard is, following Derrida, denying the correlation between the signified and 

the signifier and, hence, between the real and the symbolic. Another problem is 

Baudrillard's claim that man wants nothing except for the abstraction of money: "Beyond 

the transparency of economics, where everything is clear because it suffices to 'want 

something for your money,' man apparently no longer knows what he wants" (205). The 

falsity of this claim is too obvious to deserve refutation. 

12 Several critics have chosen to read Taoism in the light of deconstructive theory. See, 
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for example, Fu 296-321 and Zhang. Whereas Fu cautions us to the danger of neglecting 

the fundamental differences between deconstruction and Taoism, "[T]o remain aware of 

essential differences beneath the surface parallels seems to me more candid, more timely, 

and perhaps also more beneficial to the Eastern mind" (319), Zhang seems to treat 

Taoism and deconstruction as only differing in time: "In the Chinese tradition, therefore, 

the power of writing as such avenged itself the very moment it was debased; the 

metaphysical hierarchy was thus already undermined when it was established. Perhaps 

this is precisely where Tao differs from the logos: it hardly needed to wait till the 

twentieth century for the dismantling of phonetic writing, for the Derridean sleight of 

hand, the strategy of deconstruction" (33). 

13 While I agree with Baudrillard's claim that the invention of hypertechnology has 

made man's function as a consumer as essential as that of the producer and that the 

abundance of commodities has replaced the face-to-face human exchange with the 

symbolic exchange between consumers, ads, and commodities, I do find problematic 

Baudrillard's semiotic solution in which he, following Derrida, reduces the dualism of the 

real and the symbolic into the monism of the symbolic, something he calls "hyperreality" 

or "simulacra." One fundamental problem with the theory of simulacra is that it not only 

evades or even effaces the problem of abstraction and alienation, but it implicitly 

legitimizes abstraction and alienation by claiming them to be the only reality without 

origin. 

14 Brienza's feminist reading of Murphy betrays her negligence of the social 

implications of Murphy's abhorrence for action. As a result, Celia's attempt to "compel 
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him [Murphy] to take action" (97) and her triumph over him are much to Brienza's taste. 

On the contrary, Murphy's' resistance to work is seen no more than an idler's "ruses" 

(97) to "avoid work" (97). 

15 I use the concept of postcolonial in the strict sense to mean the era following a 

nation's national independence. And since Ireland was granted independence in 1922 

with the birth of nation-state, and since Murphy was published in 1938, the novel's 

context may be defined as postcolonial per se. 

16 For more on the Cuchulain myth, see Rafroidi 137-48. 

17 For a comparison of Belacqua and Murphy, see Amiran 90-93; Kroll 40, 58, 59. 

Chapter V 

1 When I designate global capitalism as an aftermath of the postcolonial era, I refer the 

aftermath specifically to the economic impact colonialism has entailed on overseas 

colonies and semi-colonies, the fact that these once conquered territories were unable to 

recover their original economic patterns even after the independence but forced into 

adopting the alien, the imported capitalism. I think of Africa whose economic pattern 

was originally agrarian; I also think of Hongkong, a territory that has forced the Chinese 

government to adopt a "one country, two systems" policy when considering Hongkong's 

future economic (and political) system following the 1997 turn-over. 

2 For postmodern readings, see especially Attwell, Begam, and Bishop; for feminist 

readings, see especially Spivak, Peterson, and Post; for postcolonial readings, see 

especially Gallagher, Roberts, Penner, and Clayton; for ethical readings, see especially 
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Attridge. These divisions should be taken as tentative because these perspectives often 

overlap in one reading. 

3 For example, Spivak's feminist reading of Foe has missed the novels's commitment to 

simultaneity; Coetzee's refusal to give prominence to the feminist issue is 

(mis)understood as his "trouble negotiating a gender position," his "undecidability and 

discomfort in imagining a woman" (162). 

4 In an interview with Watson, Coetzee again touches upon the idea of simultaneity as 

a frame of reference in producing his novels: he sees "South African situation as only one 

manifestation of a wider historical situation to do with colonialism, [and] late 

colonialism, neo-colonialism" (23). 

5 In locating African postcolonial novel, Appiah makes a distinction between two 

generations of African postcolonial novel, citing Achebe's Things Fall Apart as a typical 

first generation postcolonial novel because it celebrates a "usable past" (349); Yambo 

Ouologuem's Le Devoir de violence and Wole Soyinka's poetry are singled out as 

representative second generation postcolonial works that "reject not only the Western 

imperium but also the nationalist project of postcolonial national bourgeoisie" (353). 

6 For Coetzee's uneasiness about being called a South African writer, see Gitzen 3. 

7 The problem with Gallagher's approach, it seems to me, is that she tends to situate 

Coetzee's novels in South Africa; the historical and cultural context here is too narrow for 

a novel like Foe that deals with human life much larger than the life in South Africa. But 

I do think that Gallagher is right to historicize Coetzee's novels. 

8 See Attwell and Gallagher. 



178 

9 For a summary of Western humanist tradition, see chapter 1. 

10 For more on Derrida's subjectivist account of writing, see Of Grammatology 18-20. 

11 Both Bakhtin and Lacan tend to undermine the expressive function of language; they 

emphasize the social and communicative function of language; that is, to mean is to be 

responded and understood. See Bakhtin's Marxism and the Philosophy of Language and 

Lacan 40, 86. 

Chapter VI: Epilogue 

1 See, for example, such major publications as Orientalism, Colonial Discourse and 

Postcolonial Theory, The Empire Writes Back, Postcolonial Studies Reader. 

2 Among these pacts are Nanking Treaty (1842) that stipulated the payment by China of 

$21 million to Britain, the opening of five ports (Canton, Amoy, Foochow, Ningpo, and 

Shanghai); the Wanghsia Treaty (1843) that established consular jurisdiction over 

American citizens in China; The Sino-French Treaty (1844) that granted France the same 

privileges Americans have; and the Sino-Russian Treaty (1858) that granted Russia most-

favorite-nation cause. The cession of Hong Kong (1842) is followed by the cession of 

Kowloon to Britain (1858). 

3 One such less visible aspect is the fact that English has not made its way into the 

Chinese educational system as it has in settler-colonies. The fact that English remains a 

foreign language is, perhaps, a proper linguistic marker for the status of a semi-colony. 

4 Lu Xun (1881-1936) was considered the leading Chinese modern writer belonging to 

the Left Wing Literary Movement that endorses the revolutionary and propagandist 



179 

function of literature. He was also known for his literary regionalism. For more onLu 

Xun's role as a leading modernist writer, see Lee. 

5 A1 though I regard Kinkley's observation as somewhat inaccurate, I admit that his 

scholarship on Shen in general is thorough and inspiring, both of which have often 

stunned me as a native speaker of Chinese. 

6 Mainland China consists of fifty-five nationalities, of which Han has the largest 

population; the other fifty-four nationalities are considered minorities, of which Miao is 

one. 

7 May 4th Movement, sometimes referred to as the New Cultural Revolution (1919), is 

an important cultural movement initiated by college students in Peijing; its two political 

slogans are anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism. For a more detailed explanation, see 

Rodzinski 274-78. 

8 Among those who welcomed Western ideas, especially, Marxism, are Li Dachao, a 

professor at Peijing University, and Chen Duxou, an editor of literary magazines in 

Shangshai. 

9 "Lu" is a popular Chinese family name; the Lus' Village here means a village whose 

inhabitants probably all bear the same family name of Lu. Here my translation is slightly 

different from that of Nancy Gibbs, her version "Lu Family Landing" tries to foreground 

the vicinity of the village to the river, but the Chinese word "pin" actually means village. 

But this difference is minor; given the context of the novel, the vicinity of the village to 

the river Yuan is self-evident. 

10 The translations marked "trans. Lin" are provided by the author from the original 
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text because English translation of certain parts of the novel are not available. 

11 Here Hueitonghingjiang and Xupu are the names of two towns near Chang Te. 

12 Three Castles Cigarettes are made by either British or American companies or both; in 

the novel the exactitude is not known. 
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