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 The papers collected in this issue were originally presented at the 
XIV International Conference on Anglo-American Studies, titled 
Reclaiming/Renaming Histories, which took place at the Faculty of 
Philology, University of Montenegro, in June 2018.  
 Our research discusses exploitation of history in the works of 
literature, art, and in culture in general, produced in the course of the 
Twentieth and Twenty-First century. Understanding the difficulty of 
separating literary text from interpretative practice, as well as of 
separating theory from moral and ideological inflows, the scholars 
gathered here do not only unavoidably read literature, art, and culture 
with a wide historical and social background, but also want to participate 
in the communication about the perpetuation of master narratives. In 
particular, they are giving voice in support to the marginalized, 
predominantly racialized, gendered, politicized, and essentialized, as well 
otherwise socially, economically, and psychologically excluded, in their 
effort to claim right of self-determination and their distinct stories of their 
past.  
 As our primary focus is on how histories are being built and rebuilt, 
i.e. renamed and reclaimed, we understand that every historical narrative 
is, as Michel-Rolph Trouillot says in Silencing the Past: Power and the 
Production of History (2015), “a particular bundle of silences” (27) due to 
the uneven distribution of power, between its subjects and its objects, 
present in the four crucial reciprocal moments of historical production:  
 

the moment of fact creation (the making of sources); the moment 
of fact assembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact 
retrieval (the making of narratives); and the moment of 
retrospective significance (the making of history in the final 
instance). (26)  
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Thus, while reading the Twentieth- and the Twenty-First century 
productions of literature, art, and culture, we discuss diverse discourses, 
such as political, ethical, racial, ethnic, gender, sexual, etc., while involving 
a variety of interpretative strategies, hermeneutic, linguistic, 
psychoanalytic, semiotic, feminist, poststructuralist, postcolonial, to point 
to historicity of texts that is always actualized by readers in different 
epochs. We also assume that this actualization is never subjective and 
direct, but is forced by a larger social context. On this basis, we are aware 
of the emerging voices that are disturbing the solipsism of a one cultural 
discourse, asserting their right over the production of meaning, while also 
clearly understanding, and building upon, their participation in the 
symbolical tradition.  
 We also consider personal histories, i.e. how events are 
remembered, how past events become restructered in memory, in 
reminiscences, in diaries; what personal, social, and cultural conditions 
effect their reordering; what are the by-products of these processes, and 
what are the intentions and potentials of remembering and retelling of 
these stories. 
 Therefore, our intention is to underline the ideological relations 
between texts in consideration and the historical reality, how historical 
reality becomes the subject of fabulation and ideologization, and how, at 
the same time, these agencies are depicted and subverted in literature and 
art.  
 As Dalibor Kesić discusses in his paper “From Intersemiotic to 
Intertextual – a Historical Serendipity,” texts, histories, media, and works 
of art often overlap producing an active space of meanings. Examining 
works of the past, From Shakespeare to Kurosawa and from Cicero to 
Jerome, which cross the borders of disciplines, nations, languages, and 
media, Kesić shows how they are perceived differently outside of their 
time, metamorphose, ie. “undergo an intersemiotic transformation,” to 
accommodate the beliefs of different eras, yet without losing their 
originality and mastery. 
 Tom Phillips' paper “Significant insignificances: Winston Smith’s 
Diary and Other Reclaimed Histories” proposes that an act of storytelling is 
always potentially engaged in the process of reclaiming and renaming 
histories. Phillips gives example of George Orwell’s novel 1984 and its 
prominent theme that “[w]ho controls the past controls the future. Who 
controls the present controls the past,” juxtaposing it to an individual 
desire to write a diary and thus tell an autobiographical story as a socially 
subversive act. After discussing Orwell’s 1984 as “a dystopian 'renaming' of 
Britain in 1984,” the paper looks into Charles Olson’s Maximus Poems as 
“counter-historical texts,” which reveal the construction of the American 
identity after World War II, and into Georgi Gospodinov’s Natural Novel as 
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an exploration of the the nature of storytelling in the chaning historical 
contexts of post-communist Bulgaria. 
 In “When Yours and Mine Are (Not) Ours: Reclaiming Personal and 
National Histories in Tim Butcher’s The Trigger: Hunting the Assassin Who 
Brought the World to War” Željka Babić relies on on the postulates of Peter 
Hanenberg’s (2014) posits on intramental translation to discuss how 
linguistic traits of the said literary text reveal the author’s attitude towards 
the depicted cultural and historical events, i.e. to show certain parallelism 
between individual and group histories. By giving a personal account of the 
time, the author uncovers the events that ignited “the bloodiest conflict in 
the known history of the time.” 
 In “And Action!: Reinterpretation and Simulation of History 
Through Film in DeLillo’s Americana and Libra,” relying on Linda Hutcheon, 
Slađana Stamenković discusses history and reality as a whole as constructs 
of a particular way of recording and a particular media. Don DeLillo’s 
novels Americana and Libra introduce films as specific textual recordings of 
past, i.e. fabrication of the past. The paper explores how in both novels the 
film-makers are writing themselves into important national narratives.  
 “Re-imagining Histories, Re-inventing the Self in Ian McEwan's 
Atonement,” by Vanja Vukićević Garić classifies the said novel as a 
postmodern realistic prose or a “restorative metafiction” (O’Hara) and 
discusses McEwan’s claim that “imagining what it is like to be someone 
other than yourself is at the core of our humanity.” The paper focuses on 
the extent to which imagination can “re-generate, amend, and 
meaningfully extend personal histories,” as well as on the issue of one 
text's ethical right ot do so.  
 Senka Božić-Vrbančić's paper “Contested Sites of Memory on 
Tarara in New Zealand” looks at the recording by Croatian immigrants in 
collonial and postcolonial New Zealand and their communication with 
equally denounced and marginalized Maori on the northern gumfileds. The 
stories that are analized echo the “processes of differentiation and power 
relations,” how they are retroactively constructed, and how the meaning 
of tradition is restructured with each political transformation. 
 “Occasionally, He’s a Somniaticidal Maniac: Stephen Graham Jones 
Reclaims Home and History,” by Theodore C. Van Alst assumes an 
environmental activist claim and elaborates how the stories we tell might 
be detrimental to the mother Earth by the way they “remold, reshape, 
reclaim and remake [...] our histories and homes.” The paper addresses 
some of Stephen Graham Jones’s prolific works, including Sterling City and 
Chapter Six to examine how stories shape the existing and the future 
homes, i.e. how they influence the future history. 
 Maja Muhić opens her paper “Reclaiming Women’s Perspective: 
Feminist Anthropology and the Androcentric Bias,” by discussing an 
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importan anthropological turn that developed in the 1980s, which 
influenced a perception of the discipline as one “writing a culture rather 
than understanding it from the insider’s perspective,” frustrating thus the 
necessary dialogical relation with its own subjects of study. It is, therefore, 
important to revisit the predominantly male biased androcentric 
understanding of cultures and turn to feminist anthropology and look into 
some prominent women anthropologists' work that has been excluded 
from the canon for a long time. 
 In “Reclaiming Histories/Rewriting Destinies: Mrs. Woolf and 
Orlando in Unearthing the Buried,” Milica Nenezić also assumes that there 
are different histories that affect the fate of mankind and require 
reexamination. She uses insights from philosophy, feminist literary 
criticism and post-structural theories to discuss how our recordings of 
events determines both the future and our changeable existence. She sees 
in Virginia Woolf's novel Orlando a literary text that serves this purpose 
most effectively. 
 “Changing the Pattern: Reclaiming History, Constructing Herstory 
in Margaret Atwood's Aalias Grace,” by Ana Sentov, discusses how the 
socially marginalized are often silenced, being never given the chance to 
tell their own version of their past. On the example of the novel Alias 
Grace, we are shown how the basic structures of a male dominated 
society, such as the law, the medical profession, the church, and the 
media, portray a woman immigrant and a member of a working class as an 
outsider and always a potentially dangerous element. Revealing these 
forces, however, do not leave the reader with a final and definite 
knowledge of who Grace Marks really is, whether she commited the crime 
she is imprisoned for or whether she is really a lunatic. The herstory that 
Grace attempts to reclaim remains “her fictive memoir.”  
 Another Atwood's novel discussed in this issue in The Handmaid's 
Tale. “Rethinking Personal History and Maintaining Identity – Offred in 
Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale,” Elena Spirovska also explores 
how personal histories define identities. Offred’s story given to the reader 
is, actually, a written narrative reconstructed from tapes recorded two 
centuries after Offred’s death and discussed at a scientific conference. We 
are shown how the dictatorship of Gilead has deprived Offred of her name, 
past, freedom, and identity, by limiting her identity to that of a child 
bearer. However, Offred still can think back about her past and her 
relationships with her mother, husband, and child, which gives her power 
to build her own story and rethink and recreate herself. 
 “(Re)claiming English Language Today,” by Nadežda Stojković, 
discusses the historical development of the influence of the English 
language in numerous contexts globally to show that it can no longer be 
claimed to belong to the countries from where it originates and that the 
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concept of “standard English,” which assumes supremacy of one of its 
variants may be understood as “yet another facet of [...] neocolonialism 
and globalization,” i.e. as oppressive to the formation and expression of 
different cultures and localities worldwide. It is, therefore, necessary that 
the growing community of English users claim their right over their voices. 
This kind of “writing back” to the colonizer implies neither a rejection of 
English or taking it completely over from its native speakers, but it actually 
instigates a further investigation of what ontology this language now 
embodies and new posibilities of cultural renewals and exchanges.  
 In “The Cultural Chronicle and the Historical Reality of Half a 
Century of Dragan Karadžić’s Creative Catharsis,” Brankica Bojović looks 
into a personal history of a painter as recorded on his paintings, involving 
culturological and creative analyses. Bojović presents the painting as a 
specific cultural catharsis and a chronicle of the society the artist belongs 
to, but also calls for new chronological approaches regarding creativity in 
the Balkan cultural area. 
 “Art as a Redefinition of History in Praxis Philosophy,” by Slađana 
Kavarić, shows that aesthetics is both “fundamentally historically based” 
and always requires renewed definitions of historical experience. The 
importance of this claim comes from the fact that the globalized culture 
and the technologization of everyday life are oblivious of art as an 
important agent of self-understanding in the historical context. The paper 
shows how ideologies impact artisic expression but also how art always 
questions the boudnaries of understanding.  
 Predrag Živković's paper “A Manifest of the Endangered Past” 
approaches the issue of history from a sociological perspective, discussing 
the culture of memory, claiming how in the post-socialist societies it often 
functions as a “refuge of forgetfulness” and dangerous agents of 
constructing a society's identity, while being able to always anew retell, or 
recreate, a new comfortable past. Živković asks if “it is the way of 
collective catharsis or a systemic and ideological exorcism, which 
systematically creates and persecutes all those who do not conform.”  
 We have tried to show how the concept and the nature of history 
have stood among the burning subjects of the Western thought in the last 
two centuries. We have opted for an eclectic theoretical approach to how 
history, historicity of past and present phenomena, historicity of text, and 
mediated stories of past and present are problematized in the Twentieth 
and Twenty-First century literature, art, and culture, to be able to more 
easily develop a conversation with colleagues from a variety of disciplinies 
in the humanities, interetsed in the ever-changing onthology of human life 
and being, contemporary society and the global culture we share today.  
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 We are grateful to our friend and colleague, Native American poet 
and scholar, Distinguished Professor Allison Hedge Coke, from University 
of Riverside in California, who thought of this challenging topic that 
brought scholars from around the world to the conference and united us in 
this issue of Folia linguistica et litteraria.   
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Abstract: The term intersemiotic lies at the core of contemporary approaches to 

semantics, literature, translation and anthropology. At first glance, its connection 

with text is only intermittent. There is however a blurred area of overlapping in 

which texts, histories, media and works of art come together to form a dynamic 

palimpsest of meanings. This paper aims to examine several cases in which 

momentous works of the past have managed to cross the boundaries of history, 

nations, languages and media. Their perception and influence have not always been 

the same, but their common denominator is the power and faculty to exert influence 

beyond their time and outside their domain. From Shakespeare to Kurosawa and 

from Cicero to Jerome, forms of art have metamorphosed to accommodate the 

prevailing beliefs of different eras, condemned in some and glorified in others. 

Centuries have gone by, but some bygones refuse to be bygones, making one 

wonder what their secret ingredient is, and to what they owe their everlasting 

perseverance. The elaboration of this paper shows that in order for a text to be able 

to endure centuries and to be as topical today as it used to be it the days of yore, it 

has to be both emphatic with general humanity, and malleable to other media and 

historical contexts. Just as Galileo gave in to the court of majority and still 

managed to rewrite the planetary history, so the works of art yield a bit of their own 

ingenuity every time they undergo an intersemiotic transformation, while at the 

same time being reborn, revitalized and fit for a new era and a new belief.  

 

Keywords: intersemiotic, intertextual, historical, meaning, creed, significance, text, 

temporal 

 

 

 Introduction  
 

In today’s world, it is difficult for anyone to read a famous book or a poem, 
to observe a famous painting, drawing or sculpture, to indulge in listening 
to a famous piece of music or watching a celebrated play or film without 
being aware of the backgrounds in which the text had been produced, 
drawn upon, alluded to, burlesqued or satirized. Such frameworks 
inculcate a primary structure which the reader cannot avoid drawing upon 
in construing the text. And it is not just today that this phenomenon 
becomes increasingly conspicuous. Already in 1968 Barthes announced the 
death of the author and the birth of the reader, declaring that a text's unity 
lies not in its origin but in its destination (148).  

http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Barthes_1977
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Even before Barthes, the notion of originality had its fundamentals 

shaken. One of the founding texts of semiotics, the Cours de linguistique 
générale, itself casts a doubtful light on the issue of authorship. Although 
the text published by Payot in Paris bears the name of Ferdinand de 
Saussure as its author, it actually was not the work of Saussure at all. He 
died in 1913 without leaving any thorough sketch of his concepts on 
general linguistics or semiology. The Cours was first published post-
humously in 1916 and was collected by Charles Bally and Albert Sechehaye 
centering itself upon the notes which had been taken by as many as seven 
students, together with a few personal notes which had been composed 
by Saussure himself.  

 This short reference to the intertextual milestones of the past just 
serves as a prelude to the contemporary use of intersemiotic transference. 
In popular culture, intertextuality refers to the incorporation of meanings 
of one text within another in a reflexive fashion. For example, the 
television show The Simpsons includes references to films, other television 
shows, and celebrities.  If the reader or the viewer of these references is 
purposely aware of the people and cultural products being referenced, we 
delve into the realm of intertextuality, in which the term depicts the 
shaping of texts’ meanings by other texts (Sturken M., & Cartwright, L.).  It 
can be formulated as an author’s borrowing and alteration of a prior text 
or to a reader’s referencing of one text in reading 
another. Advertisements, as an example of media texts, cannot exist 
without other discourse types. One can say that it is opportunistic in that it 
borrows elements from all kinds of genres, and then customs it for its own 
purposes. 
 

 Art in Imitation of Life  
 

 Mystifying the pragmatist notion that art imitates life, 
intertextuality proposes that art imitates art. Oscar Wilde was the one to 
take this agenda further, stating defiantly that life imitates art. Texts are 
influential not only in the assembly of other texts but in the production of 
experiences too. A significant part of what we know about the world 
around us stems from what we have read in books, journals and other 
publications, from what we have seen in the cinema and on television and 
from what we have heard on the radio. Consequently, life is recreated 
through texts and molded by texts to a greater degree than we are 
typically aware of. As Scott Lash observed, “We are living in a society in 
which our perception is directed almost as often to representations as it is 
to “'reality'” (Lash 24). Intertextuality clouds the borders not only between 
texts but between texts and the world of lived experience too. As a matter 

http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Lash_1990
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of fact, we may argue that we are unaware of any pre-textual experience. 
The world as we know it is simply its present depiction. 

Intertextuality can hardly be viewed as a simple extension of a 
single dimension and there does not seem to be an agreement about what 
dimensions we should be looking for. Intertextuality is not a story about 
the text alone but of the covenant on the direction of the reading it forges 
between the author and the reader. As the principal mode of producing 
texts seems to involve a camouflaging of their debts, reflexivity seems to 
be an important matter, implying that we ought to consider 
how marked the particular intertextuality is. Some defining features of 
intertextuality might include the following: 

 
o reflexivity: how reflexive (or self-conscious) the use of 

intertextuality seems to be (if reflexivity is important to what it 
means to be intertextual, then presumably an indistinguishable 
copy goes beyond being intertextual); 

o alteration: the alteration of sources (more noticeable alteration 
presumably making it more reflexively intertextual); 

o explicitness: the specificity and explicitness of reference(s) to other 
text(s) (e.g. direct quotation, attributed quotation) 
(is assuming recognition more reflexively intertextual?); 

o criticality to comprehension: how important it would be for the 
reader to recognize the intertextuality involved; 

o scale of adoption: the overall scale of allusion/incorporation within 
the text; and 

o structural unboundedness: to what extent the text is presented (or 
understood) as part of or tied to a larger structure (e.g. as part of a 
genre, of a series, of a serial, of a magazine, of an exhibition etc.) - 
factors which are often not under the control of the author of the 
text. (Chandler 16). 
 
Let us not omit to consider the problem of degrees of 

intertextuality. Can one deem the most intertextual text to be an 
indiscernible copy of another text, or does that go beyond the very 
meaning of intertextuality? Can the most intratextual text be one that 
undertakes the impossible goal of referring only to itself? This leads to 
another question and another avenue of the use of genres, argots, 
idiolects and metalanguages which can hardly be ascribed to any specific 
inventor. That is why some theoreticians, like Gerard Genette, proposed 
the term transtextuality as a more inclusive term than intertextuality. He 
listed five subtypes: 

 
 

http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem05.html#marked_and_unmarked
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o intertextuality: quotation, plagiarism, allusion; 
o paratextuality: the relation between a text and its 'paratext' - that 

which surrounds the main body of the text - such as titles, 
headings, prefaces, epigraphs, dedications, acknowledgements, 
footnotes, illustrations, dust jackets, etc.; 

o architextuality: designation of a text as part of a genre or genres 
(Genette refers to designation by the text itself, but this could also 
be applied to its framing by readers); 

o metatextuality: explicit or implicit critical commentary of one text 
on another text (metatextuality can be hard to distinguish from the 
following category); 

o hypotextuality (Genette's term was hypertextuality): the relation 
between a text and a preceding 'hypotext' - a text or genre on 
which it is based but which it transforms, modifies, elaborates or 
extends (including parody, spoof, sequel, translation). (Genette 48) 

 
This list can be further amended with other terms and definitions 

that include references to other fields of science: 
cyber hypertextuality referring to text which can take the reader directly to 
other texts irrespective of their authorship or location. This type of 
intertextuality distorts the traditional singularity of texts. Reading such 
texts is akin to palpating routs that ramify in a myriad of directions. This 
has frequently been used to make commercial messages more ambiguous, 
as their interpretation and comprehension depends on relating elements 
in the ad's internal structure to each other, as well as drawing in 
references from the external world. (Leiss et al. 199). 
 

 The Genesis of New Codes 
 

 Claude Lévi-Strauss's metaphorically described the author as 
a bricoleur who creates improvised structures by appropriating pre-
existing materials which are ready-to-hand is now fairly well-known within 
cultural studies (Lévi-Strauss1964). He observed the creative thought as a 
kind of bricolage (Lévi-Strauss 1974, 17): “it builds ideological castles out of 
the debris of what was once a social discourse” (21): The bricoleur works 
with signs, constructing new arrangements by adopting existing signifieds 
as signifiers and speaking through the medium of things by the choices 
made from limited possibilities (20). “The first aspect of bricolage is [...] to 
construct a system of paradigms with the fragments of syntagmatic 
chains,” leading in turn to new syntagms (150). Authorship could be seen 
in similar terms. It would appear that he viewed saw artistic creation as a 
sort of dichotomy between different elements. Consequently, the practice 

http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Genette_1997
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Leiss_et_al_1990
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#L%C3%A9vi-Strauss_1974
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#L%C3%A9vi-Strauss_1974
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#L%C3%A9vi-Strauss_1974
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#L%C3%A9vi-Strauss_1974
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#L%C3%A9vi-Strauss_1974
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#L%C3%A9vi-Strauss_1974
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of bricolage can be seen as operating through several key transformations: 
addition, deletion, substitution and transposition (Nöth 341). 

In other modes of expression such as film, television and the 
internet, numerous codes have been devised. Christian Metz, a film 
theoretician, describes codes as not added to one another, or juxtaposed in 
just any manner; they are organized, articulated in terms of one another in 
accordance with a certain order, they contract unilateral hierarchies. Thus, a 
veritable “system of intercodical relations is generated which is itself, in 
some sort, another code” (242). The dialectical relation between film and its 
soundtrack can serve as an example of the dichotomist essence of their 
manners of association and shapes of virtual governance. The codes 
featured in such textual systems obviously cannot be viewed in isolation: the 
dynamic forms of association between them underwrite the genesis of 
meaning. Indeed, they should not be understood to always be in a total 
concord between themselves, for the interaction of codes can be most 
revealing of inarticulateness, indistinctness, inconsistencies and lapses which 
may offer the reader a landscape of sundry forms of text interpretation. 

The interactions between codes within a genre may change over 
time, and the growing domination of visuals in advertisements has boosted 
the uncertainty of meaning interleaved in communication assemblies, as 
observed by William Leiss and his colleagues:  

 
 The growing preponderance of visuals in ads has enhanced the 
ambiguity of meaning embedded in message structures. Earlier 
advertising usually states its message quite explicitly through the 
medium of written text, but starting in the mid-1920s visual 
representation became more common, and the relationship 
between text and visual image became complementary - that is, 
the text explained the visual. In the postwar period, and 
especially since the early 1960s, the function of text moved away 
from explaining the visual and towards a more cryptic form, in 
which text appeared as a kind of 'key' to the visual. 
In all, the effect was to make the commercial message more 
ambiguous; a 'reading' of it depended on relating elements in 
the ad's internal structure to each other, as well as drawing in 
references from the external world (199). 
 

 The way Barthes used the term relay to describe text/image 
interactions which were complementary, instancing cartoons, comic strips 
and narrative film (41) is indicative of this shift. Barthes did not invent a 
term for the paradoxical case where the image is constructed according to 
the text (40). One could argue that in the 1950s and early 1960s it was 
obvious that the spoken text was primary in the correlation between texts 

http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#N%C3%B6th_1990
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Metz_1974
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Barthes_1977
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Barthes_1977


18 FOLIA LINGUISTICA ET LITTERARIA: 

 
and images, in modern society filmic images have gained a greater status 
in settings such as advertising, so that what he called relay is far more 
ubiquitous. There are also many situations where the illustrative use of an 
image offers a niche for equivocal texts. Cognizance of the significance of 
intertextuality should guide us to inspect the meanings of those imageries 
and written or spoken text used in close connotation within a text not only 
in terms of their individual codes, but in terms of their general linguistic 
arrangement. Evelyn Goldsmith provided a valuable evaluation of practical 
examination into the connection between related texts and imageries (84). 

 In the views of Roland Barthes and his description of the concept 
of anchorage (38) he postulates that linguistic elements can serve to 
anchor the favoured interpretations of an image: “to fix the floating chain 
of signifieds” (39). Barthes brought this concept of textual anchorage up 
primarily with regards to advertising, but it is equally applicable to other 
genres too. Barthes claimed that the prime purpose of anchorage was 
ideological (40). This is particularly apparent when photos are used in 
milieus such as journals. Photographic subtitles normally exist as 
impersonal tags for what seemingly exists in the portrayed domain while 
truly helping express the notions and vistas from which it is to be 
seen (Chaplin 270). For example, “It is a very common practice for the 
captions to news photographs to tell us, in words, exactly how the 
subject's expression ought to be read” (Hall 229). One can take any journal 
to validate this assertion. However, such verbatim anchorages can possess 
a more destabilising function. For example, in the 1970s, the photographer 
Victor Burgin displayed reproductions as an arrangement of pictures taken 
from press ads together with his own written script that went contrary to 
the projected connotation of the original advertisements. 

 While the term intertextuality can typically be used to denote 
references to other texts, a similar kind of insinuation is what could be 
referred to as intratextuality – connecting inner relations inside the text. The 
concept of intertextuality probes the idea of a text having restrictions and 
questions the dialectics of inside versus outside: where does a text begin and 
where does it end? The visual and optic media highlight this subject – it is 
fruitful to consider such media in terms of a notion that Raymond Williams 
called flow rather than as a sequence of detached texts. One could argue the 
same about the World Wide Web, where hypertexts’ links on a page can 
connect it straight to many other texts. Texts in any medium, however, can 
be understood of in analogous positions. The limitations of texts are 
penetrable. Every text occurs inside an ample network of texts in different 
varieties and media and no text is an island entire of itself. A handy semiotic 
procedure is juxtaposition and evaluation of differing processing of similar 
themes inside or among different types or media. 

 

http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Goldsmith_1984
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Barthes_1977
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Barthes_1977
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Barthes_1977
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Chaplin_1994
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Hall_1981


Journal of Language and Literary Studies    19 

 
 Medium to Medium and Era to Era Communication  

 
 When Umberto Eco wrote the novel The Name of the Rose not 
only did he write a literary masterpiece, he also produced a perfect 
example of intertextuality within a novel. He addresses two kinds of 
readers through two main characters in the novel who discover a world 
inside the text by seeing the meaning of symbols, much like an innocent or 
a meticulous reader outside the text could observe the meaning of the 
metatext. The narrator of the events is Adso, and he stands for the naive 
reader. Lettering the story as an aged Benedictine monk, Adso narrates the 
occasions that happened decades earlier when he was a young apprentice.  

Even though Adso is a keen observer of events, which is a talent 
that he uses throughout his narration to describe minute details such as 
the bodily characteristics of the people he encounters and the 
architectural grandeur of the great abbey, his description is purely an 
assortment of superficial details with small or no consideration of their 
inner complexity. Since he does not possess the skill to observe beyond the 
immediate presentation, Adso is not in a position to comprehend the real 
meaning of the evidences offered to him. The analytical reader, on the 
other hand, is embodied in William of Baskerville, a fourteenth-century 
Franciscan version of Sherlock Holmes. He is directed to different abbeys 
on sanctioned clerical dealings due to his reputation as an astute viewer of 
inner complexities of other characters. Adso describes William's talent to 
infer the truth from facts saying that “He not only knew how to read the 
great book of nature, but also knew the way monks read the books of 
Scripture, and how they thought through them. A gift that, as we shall see, 
was to prove useful to him in the days to follow” (Eco 24-25). He is 
dispatched to inspect nefarious events a Benedictine abbey.  

Upon his arrival, the abbot requests William to explore the bizarre 
death of one of the priests. During his stay at the abbey, four other priests 
are murdered. He, eventually pinpoints the killer, who eventually commits 
suicide. The killer's demise causes a fire, which scorches the great abbey 
down to ashes. This short synopsis describes the gist of the surface level of 
the plot. At other, deeper levels, The Name of the Rose is a reflexive 
recollection of Eco’s own hypothesising and a displaying of his idea of the 
ultimate encyclopaedia of meanings and how meaning is created by 
connecting and sketching matters of importance through divergent and 
convoluted ways of reference.   

That can be interpreted as Eco’s own description of the maze of 
meanings: “Every path can be connected to every other one.  It has no 
centre, no periphery, no exit, because it is potentially infinite” for it is the 
space of conjecture (11). Transposition of this is noted throughout 
academic writings and through the book itself, implying that Eco actually 
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produced a sort of hybrid novel.  It is entertaining through the vehicle of 
assortments ensuing from quotations, elaborate imitations of the 
historical, philosophical, and contemporary influences that unify the same 
outlooks on human society.  Such a transmission of ideas can only be as 
successful as far as the reader’s in-depth familiarity with these references 
and their capacity to link them together. When he says “No piece of 
information is superior to any other. Power lies in having them all on file 
and then finding the connections.  There are always connections; you only 
have to want to find them”(24), he seems to be joining the dots, some of 
which exist outside of the novel.  

This is only logical taking into consideration that he wrote the book 
while being deeply interested in intertextuality, which can be seen as 
further proof that he customs chapters in his novels as a sort of self-critical 
authorial trait for the reader to detect. What is the objective of such a 
literary flamboyance?  It would appear that is it to demonstrate to the 
reader that he is implying that he does not generate but bestows, borrows, 
quotes and rearranges layers by taking extracting from another 
source.  This gave rise to some critics, like de Lauretis to question the 
importance or validity of the book stating that it has no authorial voice and 
thus no authority of its own, because every description, incident, 
character, and other device found within it is an objet trouve, something 
that is to be found first in some other place or work (26).  Truth to be told, 
such a view is overtly imbalanced, bearing in mind that intertextuality is 
not only important in a full comprehension of The Name of the Rose and 
the ideas Eco is trying to convey, but also important in for many other 
novels, since this notion has been preserving for ages in efforts by any 
author to successfully convey his visions to the audience.  

It is true that a rose by any other name would smell as sweet, but 
this distinctive mixture produced by Eco, if written any other way, would 
cease to be this particular rose and would metamorphose into something 
else.  One can reasonably argue, therefore, that intertextuality in The 
Name of the Rose is not only important, it is elementary (the reference to 
Sherlock not intended) as there is more intertextuality in the novel than 
just Arthur Conan Doyle, as was just mentioned in the beginning.  As a 
matter of fact, Eco himself says that the character of Adso, who tells the 
story, was based on the character Zeitblom from Mann’s novel, Doctor 
Faustus (7). Zeitblom, also happens to be the narrator for Doctor 
Faustus.  Anyone with the experience of reading one of these books, upon 
reading the other would recognize a deeper layer and reminiscence in the 
character from this narration.  This would probably give a solid footing to 
the statement made by Hutcheon that “for the mystic adept, every word 
becomes a sign of something else, the truth of what is not said.  Therefore, 
one must learn to read with suspicion, lest something be missed” [8].  This 
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is almost like Eco’s mantra when writing The Name of the Rose; every bit of 
it alludes and refers to something else. The main character is a 
combination of both a character-type and Doyle’s novel that Eco regarded 
highly – The Hound of the Baskervilles (4).  And it is not just the main 
character that resurrected in The Name of the Rose, Adso is often referred 
to by William as “my dear Adso” throughout this work.  On top of that, 
upon closer examination of The Hound of the Baskervilles, the same 
exploratory panache and deduction techniques that are used in The Name 
of the Rose come to the fore too. 

 It further entails the dry humour, unclear relationship between 
Sherlock (William) and Watson (Adso), and even the actual venues, such as 
the castle and Baskerville Hall, that are replicated almost in every aspect. 
Spread across the pages of The Name of the Rose, intertextual allusions 
abound. There are also allusions to the philosophical, esoteric and 
historical issues that were once upon a time discussed by the medievalist 
scholars.  Bearing in mind Eco’s enchantment with intertextuality this 
comes as no surprise, for he had been writing academic works on the topic 
long before the production of The Name of the Rose, and he continued to 
do so a way into subsequent years, and also into other novels to follow The 
Name of the Rose. 

This chapter on temporal transmissions from one era to another 
took the example of Eco’s novels to illustrate how complex text references 
can be, and how many different levels they can operate on. That in turn 
begs different levels of interpretation, including but not limiting itself to 
the literary, semiotic, linguistic and philosophic. The postmodern ideology 
of the irrelevance of the author aside, going back to Roland Barthes’s claim 
of “la mort de l’auteur” (152), Eco’s novels yield another level of reading 
and interpreting that embraces the author’s own personal reading 
experiences. Thus, the author becomes an essential part of the text and is 
directly involved in the interpretive process. 
 

 Eternal Textual Inspirations in Different Contexts 
  

 It is no secret that one of the most undying inspirations in artistic 
creation in general has had a source in Shakespeare. That was the case 
during his life, once he departed from this world and it is just as much the 
case today. How did the old bard accomplish that? Even more striking is 
the fact that he has managed to bestride the great media divide. It is not 
just literary works that have drawn lessons and inspiration from his lines, 
some of the best films ever made have also acknowledged his everlasting 
impression in them. Arguably, the best Japanese film director ever, and 
one of the best in the world, Akira Kurosawa, was not shy about his hearty 
inspirations stemming from Shakespeare’s works, King Lear in particular. 
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His 1985 flick Ran opens with four horsemen standing under an awesome 
landscape of distant mountains, opulent green hillsides below an ample 
skyline.  

They appear as the only discernable impostors on the hillside, only 
the sporadic shift to a horse’s tail giving substance to the group as they 
press on to loom behind the letters on the screen. They seem minuscule in 
comparison to the wide background of the wilderness Kurosawa’s camera 
rains before us with an indelible impression. The tranquility of the opening 
scene is brusquely shattered by the chase of several wild boars. A 
traditional hunt is in full sway, the interposing camera sequences framing 
both the frantic attempts of the boars to outrun the leading huntsman, 
Hidetora on the horseback, his bow bent and the arrow aiming straight. 
Hidetora’s focus, his stable eyes and unrelenting aiming leave no doubt to 
the spectators that he will successfully kill the boar. 

As the watcher immerses in the scene, reminisce of Shakespeare’s 
King Lear begin to loom as it includes numerous reference to hunting. 
(Goneril: “When he returns from hunting/ I will not speak with 
him”, 1.3.7). This serves to remind us that it is a royal sport and to allude 
to the question of the place of human kind in the natural world, and the 
instincts directed by animal nature in the deeds of man.  

That passage however is rather small, which begs the question 
why Kurosawa presents the hunt with such a powerful effect at the 
opening scene of Ran. Hidetora himself is not Shakespeare's Lear. He is an 
elderly warrior who yearns to justify the carnage he had caused in his 
fighting days.  As the drama unfolds, and just as in Shakespeare’s play a 
gloomy sense begins to incarnate, so the values and firmness of a firmly 
governed mediaeval world begin to yield and relent to a modern set of 
gluttonous primacies. An imposition of contemporariness emerges as an 
inevitability in Ran, where the personal valor and the fighting craft of the 
samurai gradually get overwhelmed by technologically more effective tools 
of combat. The samurai archery and swordsmanship are subjugated by 
muskets, firearms capable of more wide-ranging and unselective 
devastation.  

The reminiscence of Ran in relation to Shakespeare’s play is 
further enhanced by two narrative shifts with somewhat opposing 
juxtaposition of two sources: the story of the 16th century Japanese 
father, Mori Motonari, and his three sons and Shakespeare’s play that 
speaks of three daughters. Also, there is Kurosawa’s feeling that the 
characters in the King Lear narrative ought to have a past to clarify their 
associations within the dramatic progress of the film. In an interview 
before the New York premiere, Kurosawa insisted that his own 
dissatisfaction with Shakespeare’s King Lear arose from what he saw as a 
character deficiency in Lear, the absence of any reflection on his past. If he 
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begins in a position of such great power, and then he goes mad because 
his daughters turn against him, there has to be a reason and the only 
reason must lie in his past behaviour. He must have been a terrible tyrant 
to get to where he is at the beginning of the play. And his daughters must 
have learned from him. There are however views that go contrary – James 
Goodwin, for example, claims that “A principal consequence of the film’s 
creation of a detailed past of misdeeds by the character is to make 
Hidetora not only less tragic but also less heroic than Lear” (212). 

Janet Adelman (6) sees much of the dramatic power of 
Shakespeare’s King Lear characters in the fact that their existence is not 
bound by any time reference or geographical designation, and that they 
are uninhibited by any such triviality or personal history which could 
potentially alienate their worldly apprehensions from our own. They 
appear to come from an unidentified part of our innersoles. Kurosawa’s 
idea that his characters and their drives have a preexisting past change the 
dramatic focus of Ran. The rolling out of the plot has a constant looking 
back over the shoulders a way back into the past. In King Lear, on the 
other hand, the focus of dramatic progression, beginning with the king’s 
desire for his daughters to formally declare their love for him, lunges 
forward into the future. 

These parallels show how Kurosawa visually arranges the staging 
of what Shakespeare develops theatrically and verbosely, and when there 
are noteworthy character differences between the two fathers. Being a 
warrior lord instead of a king, and having gained power through bellicosity 
and cruelty instead through devotion, Hidetora is led by a markedly manly 
sense of what is an apposite behaviour on the part of his sons. Pauline 
Kael, however, argues that Shakespeare's King Lear is “about primary 
emotions. Lear stands for every abused parent figure who believed in his 
children's show of love for him. He is more sinned against than sinning” 
(354).  Another parallel is seen in the scene when Hidetora hands each son 
an arrow and makes each break it. Then he makes each son try to break, in 
the same way, a tightly held bundle of arrows. 

The elder two play the “game” in the expected fashion, but the 
youngest, Saburo, points out to the ridiculousness of the test as well as to 
the delusion of confusing inflexibility with strength by breaking the whole 
bundle against his knee, and, just as Cordelia, he relinquishes his 
inheritance and is expelled from the family territory. Christopher Hoile 
sees the three arrows test as the replacement of the love test in King Lear, 
even though there are significant differences as it emphasizes the breaking 
of a bond not between the father and his sons but the bond among the 
sons themselves (34). Taking into consideration that primogeniture had 
already been established by the period Kurosawa has chosen, his Lear’s 
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silliness appears to be in dividing his kingdom and expecting harmony 
rather than in expecting the continued love of his children for him. 

 
 Conclusion  

 
 In a semiotic perspective, texts are complex signs that consist of 
signs and their relations to other signs (syntagmatics), their relations to 
that of which they are signs (semantics), and their relations to their users 
(pragmatics). Intertextuality is an important aspect of textuality 
(Heinemann & Viehweger 76). It is an essential factor for the generation of 
the meanings of a text in the acts of the production and reception of a 
text. It opens the internal structure of a text with regard to its relations to 
other texts. In his Photographic Message, Barthes argues that every 
reproduction has a denoted message focused on the object being 
represented and a connoted message constituted by the viewer’s 
culturally informed projections onto the image (17). He concludes that, the 
connoted message is central (30). When it comes to the relation between 
text and image, he holds that it ushers in a “parasitic” connoted message 
rationalizing the image (25). intertextual references assume that the 
viewer know the people and cultural products being referenced.    

Text-to-text inspiration, in this paper, is epitomized in Eco’s view, 
on the other hand introduces the notion of encyclopedia is a delineation of 
the cultural knowledge of which the text is a segment. Such an 
encyclopaedia makes it possible for us to fill in the empty spaces of any 
given text, which is essential in any act of reading (14). When it comes to 
the level of the universe of discourse, the ideological structures (14) cause 
the signs of the text to shape themselves according to the need, in which 
case the text ought to be read as an autonomous structure. The 
encyclopaedic notion, on the other hand, requires codified knowledge of a 
given culture. Text-to-film Akira Kurosawa made some 30 films during his 
life time. Three of these are generally regarded as belonging in that loose 
category, Shakespeare films. Steven Spielberg once described Kurosawa as 
the pictorial Shakespeare of our time and he adapted the Bard for the 
screen, and into contemporary and period Japanese settings, on three 
occasions. An intertextual and semiotic way of reading deconstructs all 
closed readings, for no single reading can actualize all possible intertextual 
relations. On the other hand, the search for plausible relations with other 
texts saves intertextual readings from being arbitrary exercises of little 
importance.  

Eventually, all meanings derived from a text are actually a 
derivation from our cognitive experience. Experiencing a book will vary 
from one person to another. Likewise, transposition of a text into a visual 
medium is contingent upon several factors, such as: our previous exposure 
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to the matter and our inclination to interpret it this way or another. 
Whichever way one opts to view such intertextual interplays, transposition 
of meaning from one medium to another seems to enhance and enrich its 
semiotic content. 
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OD INTERSEMIOTIČKOG KAO INTERTEKSTUALNOM - ISTORIJSKI SPLET 
OKOLNOSTI 

 
 Termin intersemiotički leži u srži savremenih pristupa semantici, 
književnosti, prevođenju i antropologiji. Na prvi pogled, njegova veza sa 
tekstovima je tek sporadična. Međutim, postoji oblast preklapanja u okviru 
koje tekstovi, istorije, mediji i umjetničke kreacije spajaju svoje 
karakteristike u obliku dinamičnog palimpsesta značenja. Ovaj rad teži ka 
ispitivanju nekoliko oblasti u okviru kojih su značajni radovi iz prošlosti 
uspjeli da prevaziđu jazove istorije, nacija, jezika i medija. Njihova 
percepcija i uticaj nisu uvijek bili jednaki, ali njihov zajednički imenitelj je 
moć i sposobnost uticanja izvan svoje ere i izvan svog domena. Od Šekspira 
do Kurosave, i od Cicerona do Žeroma, umjetničke forme su prolazile kroz 
svojevrsnu metamorfozu kako bi udovoljili preovlađujućim vjerovanjima 
različitih era, pri čemu su u nekima od njih bivali prokazani a nekima 
glorifikovani. Vijekovi su prošli, ali neke stvari iz prošlosti jednostavno 
odbijaju da se umirove, dovoljno da se čovjek zapita u čemu leži tajna 
njihove istrajnosti, i čemu duguju vječitu inspirativnost. Elaboracija u ovom 
radu pokazuje da bilo koji tekst, da bi bio u stanju da traje vijekovima, i da 
bude aktuelan danas koliko i prije nekoliko vijekova, mora da bude kako 
empatičan sa opštom ljudskosti, tako i prijemčiv za ostale medije i 
istorijske kontekste. Isto kao što je i Galileo ustuknuo u sudu većine, a ipak 
uspio da ispiše planetarnu istoriju, tako i umjetnički radovi, ustupaju dio 
sopstvene ingenioznosti svaki put kada se podvrgavaju intersemiotičkoj 
transformaciji, dok u isto vrijeme bivaju iznova rođeni, revitalizovani i 
spremni za novu eru i novo vjerovanje. 
 
 Ključne riječi: intersemiotički, intertekstualni, istorijski, značenje, 
vjerovanje, značaj, tekst, vremenski. 
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Abstract: The construction of counter-narratives which reclaim and rename 

history by challenging hegemonic discourse cannot simply be a question of 

replacing one metanarrative with another. Genuine counter-narratives also 

challenge the category of “the historical” itself, blurring its parameters and making 

value-claims for what is often regarded as historically insignificant or marginal. In 

this chapter, I examine works by three authors – George Orwell, Charles Olson 

and Georgi Gospodinov – who, despite the diversity of their outlook, output and 

circumstances, exhibit a shared interest in the significance of the seemingly 

insignificant and in its potentiality as a foundation for ethical challenges to the 

assumptions and definitions of hegemonic metanarratives. Winston Smith’s diary 

in Orwell’s 1984, the autobiographical anecdotes, obscure historical documents 

and local mythology included in Olson’s Maximus Poems and the fragmentary 

texts of Gospodinov’s Всички нашите тела are discussed in relation to 

Kierkegaard’s notion of dignity in personal history, Lyotard’s definition of 

postmodernism as an “incredulity towards metanarratives” and Auerbach’s 

discussion of modernism in Mimesis, which also serves to illuminate continuities 

between the different “epochs” of the modernist/post-modernist age as well as 

identifying a possible need to interrogate the way literary history itself is defined 

and narrated. 
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 In this chapter I discuss the process of reclaiming and renaming 
history through the construction of counter-narratives around seemingly 
insignificant incidents and liminal situations. As well as introducing content 
into the category of ‘the historical’ which hegemonic, ideological 
metanarratives marginalises or excludes, such counter-narratives often 
reflect a scepticism towards the parameters, definition and indeed the 
very nature of the category itself. At the same time, attentiveness to the 
seemingly insignificant and marginal can be regarded as an ethical 
imperative and thus the construction of such counter-narratives can reflect 
ideological scepticism on the one hand and concern with the ethics of 
representation in hegemonic metanarratives on the other.  

In order not to remain on a purely theoretical terrain, I examine 
three ostensibly unrelated works: the English novelist George Orwell’s 
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dystopia 1984, the American poet Charles Olson’s Maximus Poems and the 
contemporary Bulgarian author Georgi Gospodinov’s Всичките Наши 
Тела (All Our Bodies). Despite their evident differences, all three texts 
incorporate notions of reclaiming history through the reclamation of the 
personal and exhibit some of the various ways in which attentiveness to 
detail can reflect both ethical and ideological concerns. Although I discuss 
their work chronologically, I do not intend to imply that there is a linear 
progression from one to the next. Indeed, by relating their work to ethical 
and critical thinking which has variously been associated with modernism 
and/or postmodernism, I emphasise the continuities between then and 
implicitly critique the belief that postmodernism represents an abrupt and 
necessarily progressive ‘break’ from modernism. 

I begin with Orwell’s novel 1984 in which the totalitarian control of 
the Party encompasses and, indeed, depends on the control of the past. 
During his interrogation in the Ministry of Love in the final part of the 
novel, the protagonist Winston Smith is repeatedly reminded of this by his 
interrogator O’Brien.  

 
“There is a Party slogan dealing with the control of the past,” 
[O’Brien] said. “Repeat it, if you please.” 
“‘Who controls the past controls the future; who controls the 
present controls the past,’” repeated Winston obediently. 
(Orwell, 248) 

 
Until his arrest, of course, Winston has himself been complicit in this 
process. His job at the Ministry of Truth consists of destroying and 
replacing newspaper reports of historical events which no longer serve the 
ideological needs of the Party. He erases individuals who are no longer in 
favour, adjusts recorded state announcements so that past predictions 
about the chocolate ration tally with present changes to that ration and 
works all hours when Oceania switches allegiances from Eastasia to Eurasia 
and goes to war with the former, a switch which means that, according to 
the ideological logic of the Party and O’Brien: “Oceania has always been at 
war with Eastasia. Since the beginning of your life, since the beginning of 
the Party, since the beginning of history, the war has continued without a 
break, always the same war” (257). 

Winston, in other words, is caught up in a system which 
continually reclaims and renames the historical narrative in the interests of 
the Party and its desire to maintain absolute power at all costs. It is no 
accident, therefore, that Winston’s crime, the act of resistance which leads 
to his arrest and interrogation, begins with him opening a notebook and 
starting a diary, a personal history that counters the official version which 
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he has to replicate and adjust at work. As Orwell puts it: “To mark the 
paper was the decisive act” (7). 

Like many such personal histories, Winston’s diary largely consists 
of seemingly inconsequential details. His first gesture of rebellion, in fact, 
is to describe a cinema audience’s reaction to propaganda films [8], while 
one of the few entries that we’re given at any length tells the story of 
Winston’s encounter with an elderly prostitute with whom he “went ahead 
and did it just the same” (69). To be sure, such apparently inconsequential 
episodes are interspersed with more explicit expressions of ideological 
rebellion – “Down with Big Brother” and so on – but I suspect that it’s the 
seeming insignificance of Winston’s other observations which gives his – 
and other – counter-hegemonic personal narratives their significance. 
Precisely what matters, in fact, is their insignificance and Orwell certainly 
sets up the conflict between personal diary-making and the ideological 
fabrications of the Party’s metanarrative as the central conflict of the 
novel: Winston’s empirical observations of cinema crowds and prostitutes 
are set in opposition to the Party’s ideological fiction or – to use today’s 
terms – its post-truth and fake news. 

In the novel, of course, Winston capitulates and there is no heroic 
triumph for the diary-keeper and would-be counter-hegemonic personal 
historian. The diary, like the paperweight from another era that Winston 
places in the room he rents for his trysts with Julia, is destroyed and 
Winston himself ends up conceding that, in some circumstances, it might 
be necessary for empirically observed facts to be replaced by ideological 
propositions: he admits that it might be expedient for two plus two to 
equal, not four, but five. Winston accepts the ideological metanarrative 
constructed by the Party, even though it apparently contradicts his own 
empirical observations and, indeed, itself: 

 
He accepted everything. The past was alterable. The past never 
had been altered. Oceania was at war with Eastasia. Oceania had 
always been at war with Eastasia […] How easy it was! Only 
surrender, and everything else followed […] He hardly knew why 
he had ever rebelled! (278) 
 

Instead of writing a diary, Winston now scrawls Party slogans and “2 + 2 = 
5” on a slate. And it is this capitulation which leads many people to 
consider the novel to be unremittingly bleak and pessimistic. 

At the same time, however, the Party’s response to the simple act 
of writing a diary seems wholly disproportionate. The regime has invested 
a great deal of effort in keeping Winston under surveillance: 
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He knew now that for seven years the Thought Police had 
watched him like a beetle under a magnifying glass. There was no 
physical act, no word spoken aloud, that they had not noticed, no 
train of thought they had not been able to infer. Even the speck of 
whitish dust on the cover of his diary they had carefully replaced. 
(276) 
 

Similarly, in securing Winston’s capitulation, O’Brien is forced to resort to 
torture. The techniques he deploys are brutal and excessive – “You know 
this is not necessary,” observes Winston when, despite his assumption that 
he has already been utterly defeated, he is taken to Room 101 (284). In 
Oceania, the distinction Foucault made in Discipline and Punish: The Birth 
of the Prison between rigorous discipline, on the one hand, and 
spectacular punishment, on the other, breaks down: the Party has to 
deploy both sets of techniques in order to remain in power. Discipline is 
maintained by keeping Party members under continual observation (or at 
least in fear of continual observation) via their telescreens in a kind of 
giant panopticon, but this has apparently proved inadequate and the Party 
has to reinforce its disciplinary power with spectacular punishments 
reminiscent of the Spanish Inquisition, medieval witch trials or, in the form 
of the mask used to torture Winston in Room 101, “a common punishment 
in Imperial China” (286). For the Party to secure victory over its opponents 
and heretics (and we are reminded several times that Winston is far from 
being the only one subjected to torture in the Ministry of Love), it has to 
eschew logical or even ideological argument in favour of crude physical 
torture.  

The excessiveness of the Party’s mechanisms of control – their 
extensiveness, their brutality – seems to offer at least some grounds for 
hope. Winston himself, of course, believes – as he notes in his diary – that 
“If there is hope, it lies in the proles,” (82) but I would also find it in the 
enormous lengths to which the Party has to go to extirpate Winston’s 
humanity, in the number of other Party members being “processed” by the 
Ministry of Love and in the paranoia exhibited by a regime which cannot 
tolerate, not just a single dissenting voice, but every single dissenting 
thought – or, as O’Brien has it when he explains why Winston’s 
subjugation is necessary: “You are a flaw in the pattern, Winston. You are a 
stain that must be wiped out” (255). Even a seemingly monolithic 
totalitarian regime which, O’Brien claims, makes all its predecessors, from 
the Spanish Inquisition through to Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, 
look comparatively – and self-defeatingly – liberal has its weaknesses and 
one of the ways in which to exploit them most effectively, it would seem, 
is to record and preserve personal counter-narratives as a means of 
reclaiming and renaming history. This is one thing which offers a genuine 
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opportunity to subvert the Party’s ideologically constructed metanarrative 
and the “collective solipsism” it generates (266). 

That said, of course, the Party – and, by extension, all totalitarian 
and/or post-truth regimes – are probably right to be paranoid. In Lewis 
Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, after all, Alice overthrows the Queen of 
Hearts and her bloodthirsty regime with a single act of reclaiming and 
renaming – her famous assertion: “You’re nothing but a pack of cards!”  

 
At this the whole pack rose up into the air, and came flying down 
upon her: she gave a little scream, half of fright and half of anger, 
and tried to beat them off, and found herself lying on the bank, 
with her head in the lap of her sister, who was gently brushing away 
some dead leaves that had fluttered down from the trees upon her 
face. (Carroll, 141) 
 

The book ends with Alice reclaiming her own history and identity: she is 
not subject to the jurisdiction of the Queen’s court or its circuitous and 
absurd narratives. Winston, of course, is denied this opportunity in 1984: 
he has no rabbit hole through which to escape. His story ends in tragedy 
(his capitulation and the prospect of his execution) while Alice’s ends in 
farce (the metamorphosis of the Queen of Hearts and her court into a 
harmless pack of cards), but both seem to indicate the potential that 
personal histories have to counter the hegemonic official version.  

Two philosophical propositions, one from the mid-19th century and 
one from towards the end of the 20th, delineate the horizons of Winston 
Smith’s – and, to some extent, Alice’s – predicament. The first is from 
Søren Kierkegaard’s Either/Or which opens with the assertion: “A human 
being’s eternal dignity lies precisely in this, that he can gain a history” 
(Kierkegaard, 65). The second is from Jean-François Lyotard’s The 
Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge where he states: 
“Simplifying in the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity towards 
metanarratives” (Lyotard, 392). 

Read in the context of these two remarks, Winston’s story 
becomes that of someone who, experiencing what Lyotard identifies as 
postmodern incredulity towards the Party’s expedient fictions or 
metanarrative of power, attempts to “gain a history” – and therefore 
dignity – for himself by keeping a diary. When he is arrested, interrogated 
and tortured in the Ministry of Love, he loses his own history, his dignity 
and even his place in the Party’s fictional metanarrative. As O’Brien tells 
him:  

 
You will be lifted clean out from the stream of history. We shall 
turn you into gas and pour you into the stratosphere. Nothing will 
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remain of you: not a name in a register, not a memory in a living 
brain. You will be annihilated in the past as well as in the future. 
You will never have existed. (Orwell, 254) 
 
In Either/Or, however, Kierkegaard goes on to postulate what 

might constitute the kind of history which confers dignity on the individual 
– and this too might serve to illuminate the significance of Winston’s diary. 
Kierkegaard distinguishes between what might be called “levels of 
witnessing” when he writes:  

 
The person who lives ethically knows that what counts is what 
one sees in each situation, and the energy with which he 
considers it, and that the one who thus disciplines himself in the 
most insignificant life situations can experience more than the 
one who has been a witness to – indeed, been a participant in – 
the most noteworthy events. (Kierkegaard, 66) 
 

As I have already suggested, Winston’s diary and his memories as 
recounted by the novel’s narrator largely consist of “insignificant life 
situations” and it is possible to speculate that these both feed his 
incredulity towards the Party’s metanarrative (they seem wholly at odds 
with the official version of history created by the Ministry of Truth) and 
constitute the subversive content of counter-narrative. The scrupulous 
observation of insignificant events acquires an ethical value when it is 
deployed against the construction of a metanarrative consisting only of 
those events deemed “noteworthy” by those who, like the Party in 1984, 
have the power to confer or withdraw significance within a rigorously 
defined and closely controlled symbolic economy. 

Here, then, I turn my attention to this relationship between 
insignificance, attentiveness and the reclaiming and renaming of history 
and to a poet who ostensibly seems to be engaged in a very different kind 
of project – that is, the creation of an epic, a form more usually associated 
with “noteworthy events” than with “insignificant life situations.”  

Generally regarded as the key figure amongst the so-called Black 
Mountain poets who began publishing their work in the USA in the mid-20th 
century, Charles Olson is best-known for his sprawling, heterogenous 
project The Maximus Poems. On the face of it, it’s a project which 
resembles Ezra Pound’s The Cantos – a vast, open-ended, unfinished and 
unfinishable sequence which seeks to present America with its equivalent 
of The Odyssey or The Iliad. Olson certainly strikes a Poundian note in the 
opening poem of the sequence, “I, Maximus of Gloucester, to You”: 
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Off-shore, by islands hidden in the blood 
jewels & miracles, I, Maximus, 
a metal hot from boiling water, tell you 
what is a lance, who obeys the figures 
of the present dance (Olson, 5) 
 

 At this point, in the opening forays of the sequence, the persona of 
Maximus resembles the didactic, bombastic and self-aggrandising personae 
whose voices sound throughout Pound’s Cantos. Maximus, however, 
proves to be somewhat less sure of himself and the sequence becomes 
noticeably less sonorous as it develops. In his introduction to the Penguin 
Book of American Verse, Geoffrey Moore compares the two poets, arguing 
that Olson is an “imitation” while Pound is the “real” thing and that the 
former “did not have Pound’s power or [William Carlos] Williams’s human 
sympathy – or the talent of either of them, so that the result too often 
reads like pastiche” (Moore, 37-39). This unfavourable and rather harsh 
judgement arises, I suspect, from what might be called Olson’s retreat from 
the epic scope which Pound attempts to sustain as he sweeps up vast 
swathes of history from the early USA, Renaissance Italy, Confucian China, 
medieval Provence and so on in a bravura display of centripetal force. In 
contrast, Olson increasingly comes to find his “jewels & miracles” closer to 
home and if he discovers parallels with other histories – his use of the term 
polis, for example, encourages a comparison between American and 
Ancient Greek notions of democracy – his principal activity is closer to 
archaeology, a delving down into a specific place (the town of Gloucester 
on the Massachusetts coast), the random and trivial details which remain 
of its history and the anecdotal personal narratives which are attached to 
it. The poem “Maximus to Gloucester, Letter 27 [withheld],” for example, 
begins with what we can probably assume is an autobiographical 
reminiscence: 

 
I come back to the geography of it, 
the land falling off to the left 
where my father shot his scabby golf 
and the rest of us played baseball 
into the summer darkness until no flies 
could be seen and we came home 
to our various piazzas where the women 
buzzed 
 

 A few lines later, this seemingly inconsequential episode from a 
personal history is supplemented by another, potentially more 
consequential one which trails off in an unfinished sentence: 
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I was so young my first memory 
is of a tent spread to feed lobsters 
to Rexall conventioneers, and my father, 
a man for kicks, came out of the tent roaring 
with a bread-knife in his teeth to take care of 
the druggist they’d told him had made a pass 
at 
my mother, she laughing, so sure, as round 
as her face, Hines pink and apple, 
under one of those frame hats women then 
 

 A few lines later again, Olson moves on from these 
autobiographical fragments and makes two statements which are probably 
the closest he gets to articulating the nature of the Maximus project as he 
sees it. The first reads: “There is no strict personal order/for my 
inheritance.” The second: “An American is a complex of occasions.” Both of 
these statements, it seems to me, indicate that Olson at least has an eye on 
reclaiming and renaming history by unearthing his “inheritance” (even if he 
may never find a “strict personal order” for it) and delving into “the 
complex of occasions” which feeds into and constitutes an intensely 
singular identity within the context of the polis or the communal – that is, 
as he puts it a few lines later, “all that I no longer am/yet am” (184-5). 
Here, in this paradox, we might hear an echo of Kierkegaard’s thought 
about the relationship between history and dignity: despite the seeming 
rupture between present and past, “now” and “no longer”, articulating “all 
that I no longer am” is one way to endow the assertion “I am” – within and 
in relation to the polis – with meaning and value. 

Olson’s sequence, in other words, is neither purely 
autobiographical nor epically historical. As it develops, in fact, the scrutiny 
of “insignificant life situations” becomes central and offers opportunities to 
reread and reassess the official version of US history through the prism of 
Olson’s archaeological explorations of both the town of Gloucester and 
himself. This at least seems to be what’s behind the inclusion of 
documentary sections such as the opening of “Maximus, in Gloucester 
Sunday, LXV”: 

 
Osmund Dutch, and John Gallop, mariners, their wages 
asked that they be paid to the Dorchester 
Co., July, 1632. Thus Reverend John White writing 
to John Winthrop at Boston locates 
Dutch and Gallop as on this coast or ferrying 
others across the Atlantic at a probable date earlier 
than 1630 (449) 
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 Ostensibly, this resembles some of the documentary elements 
Pound includes in The Cantos (most notably The Adams Cantos LXI-LXXI), 
except that Olson’s focus isn’t on historical figures like John Adams, but on 
“mariners,” “probable” dates, the unspecified “ferrying” of “others” 
(settlers or slaves, perhaps) across the Atlantic. His history emerges from 
“the geography of it,” from the ground up. As it does too in the semi-
mythologised material based around Dogtown, the city of Gloucester’s 
earthier counterpart and alter-ego, where characters like the bull-baiting 
Merry lurk in the shadows of mainstream history: 

 
Drunk 
to cover his shame 
blushing Merry 
in the bar 
walking up 
 
To Dogtown to try 
his strength, 
the baby bull 
now full grown 
 
waiting, 
not even knowing 
death 
was in his power over 
this man who lay 
in the Sunday morning sun (174) 
 

 What Olson is doing, then, seems very different from what Pound 
aspired to in his more self-consciously epic sequence. Where Pound 
attempts to marshal history into patterns which elucidate its epochal 
“rhymes” and which make it cohere according to a template of his own 
devising, Olson deploys similar techniques (allusion, citation, 
documentation, myth, anecdote), but along a trajectory which leads away 
from the construction of an all-encompassing metanarrative. Likewise, 
where Pound effectively leaves the category of “the historical” untouched, 
Olson’s gaze is directed towards its margins and its marginalia, not 
necessarily redefining the concept of history itself, but at least fretting at 
its boundaries and, in so doing, exhibiting the kind of incredulity in 
metanarratives which Lyotard identifies with the postmodern. The 
difference between the two poets, in other words, is not one which can be 
conflated into the simplistic distinction between the “real” and the 
“imitation” which Geoffrey Moore employs. The Maximus Poems are not 
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an “imitation” of The Cantos because, unlike Pound’s epic, they are not 
manifestations of a high modernist aesthetic; they are a wholly different 
enterprise and that difference hinges on the distinction which Kierkegaard 
makes between “insignificant life situations” and “noteworthy events” and 
on the incredulity towards metanarratives which Lyotard identifies. Given 
their self-evident ideological differences, it’s also tempting to see Pound’s 
Cantos as being closer to the manufactured history produced by the 
Ministry of Truth and Olson’s Maximus Poems as being closer to Winston 
Smith’s diary. 

As it happens, this analogy to 1984 may not be so far-fetched. As is 
well-known, Pound aligned himself with Mussolini’s totalitarian regime 
until it became expedient for him to renounce it while, during the Second 
World War, Olson was employed in a role which sounds uncannily similar 
to that of Winston Smith. Although hired by the Democratic Party, Olson’s 
place of work was the US Office of War Information – an organisation 
which, despite its Orwellian name, was set up to protect ethnic minorities 
from war-inspired hostility – where he wrote press releases which were 
tampered with in the name of promoting a particular ideology. Unlike 
Winston, Olson was able to resign when he felt that this tampering, this 
promulgation of “fake news”, had gone too far, but he continued his solo 
combat with the American political system, with individual politicians and 
with “the political ego” itself, both whilst he was at Black Mountain College 
in North Carolina and after he took up residence in Gloucester where he 
wrote the majority of The Maximus Poems. As Craig Stormont points out in 
his essay “Charles Olson: The Political Ego Condemned”:  

 
Olson’s indictment of Gloucester’s political leaders, whom he 
unequivocally accuses of marring the process […] has been largely 
misinterpreted or ignored by critics in their analysis of Olson’s 
work. Olson focuses on Gloucester because it is both rich in history 
and where he was located while composing many of The Maximus 
Poems, but the political activities that were occurring there signify 
the ego-related flaws that remain systemic in the current American 
political scheme, and they are treated in his epic. (Stormont)  
 
Here, though, I am starting to reclaim and rename history myself. 

Literary history is also a field of contestation in which traditions and trends, 
individual writers and individual works are open to continual reappraisal, 
often in the name of reclaiming the overlooked, the marginal and the 
unanthologised. Olson, of course, is not an entirely marginal figure. Even 
the reluctant Geoffrey Moore allows “I, Maximus of Gloucester, to You” 
into his Penguin anthology and, somewhat paradoxically, accords more 
space in his introduction to Olson and the Black Mountain poet’s theory of 
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“projective verse” than he does to many other American writers whom he 
considers to be more “authentic” (Moore, 37-39). It is true, however, that – 
as Stormont argues in relation to his political engagement – Olson is 
frequently misrepresented as a neo-Poundian or late high modernist, an 
aesthetic theorist rather than a creative practitioner or, as Moore has it 
and worst of all, a mere pasticheur. All too frequently, these 
misrepresentations enable his work to be categorised as “difficult” and 
“obscure” and therefore safely pushed out towards the margins. Critics, 
anthology editors and others involved in the construction of literary history 
have allotted Olson and his fellow Black Mountain Poets (Ed Dorn, Denise 
Levertov, Robert Creeley, Robert Duncan et al) a position of some 
significance in the post-war American poetic canon, but it tends to be other 
groupings which have conventionally come to be accorded centrality: the 
Confessional poets (Robert Lowell, Sylvia Plath, John Berryman…); the 
Beats (Allen Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Gregory Corso…) and the New 
York School (John Ashbery, Frank O’Hara, Kenneth Koch…). 

This at least is how it seemed from the UK where, until the 
publication of Ed Dorn’s Collected Poems in 2012 by Manchester’s Carcanet 
Press, substantive selections of work by any of the Black Mountain Poets 
were hard to come by. Moreover, UK poets influenced by, associated with 
or affiliated to this particular strand of post-war American poetry – Basil 
Bunting, Jeremy Prynne, Roy Fisher, Andrew Crozier and R.F. Langley 
amongst them – were themselves categorised as “difficult”, “experimental” 
and “avant garde” and similarly marginalised. As it happens, many of these 
poets who began publishing in the 1950s and 1960s (and considerably 
earlier in some cases) are now being somewhat tardily rehabilitated and 
written back into UK literary history – thanks largely to publishers like 
Bloodaxe and Carcanet bringing out substantial collections of their work. 
These rehabilitations or reclamations are only necessary, however, because 
for a long time UK poetry was curated by writers and critics who were – 
often openly – hostile to the tendencies represented by Bunting, Prynne, 
Fisher, Crozier and Langley. The Penguin Book of Contemporary British 
Poetry, edited by Andrew Motion and Blake Morrison and published in 
1982, for example, offers a highly prescriptive definition of what 
constituted British poetry in the 1970s and early 80s, conspicuously 
overlooking those working outside what they evidently considered the 
boundaries of the mainstream. To be sure, the anthology incorporates 
many poets whose work more than justifies their inclusion – Seamus 
Heaney, Derek Mahon, Geoffrey Hill and so on – but it’s also true that its 
roll-call includes others whose work might be best described by Hill’s telling 
phrase from “The Mystery of the Charity of Charles Peguy” as “brave, 
mediocre work.” The big claims made by the anthology’s title – and indeed 
its introduction – were belied by its contents and, as one critic recently 



38 FOLIA LINGUISTICA ET LITTERARIA: 

 
commented in an email to me, “the bloody consequences of that anthology 
are still only now being recognised.” In short, this and several other 
supposedly era- or at least generation-defining anthologies have 
overlooked an entire strand of post-war literature and, in so doing, have 
misleadingly represented contemporary British poetry as being rather 
conservative, obsessed with clever metaphors and, indeed, somewhat 
parochial, isolated from both American and European late modernism and 
postmodernism and indeed from international poetry in general.  

In some cases, of course, the poets concerned contributed to their 
own marginalisation, not because they deliberately wrote “difficult” 
poetry, but because they actively avoided the conventional mechanisms for 
publishing and disseminating their work – usually on the grounds that using 
such mechanisms would make them complicit in a profit-oriented 
economic system and a political superstructure to which they were 
opposed. For them, in short, it was no good complaining about capitalism 
and its monetization of value if you then went out and tried to get yourself 
a three-book deal with one of the big profit-oriented publishing houses. 
Their “incredulity toward the metanarrative,” which Lyotard identifies as a 
defining characteristic of the postmodern (but which I would identify with 
many writers usually placed within the horizons of modernism as well), 
extends beyond the content of the narrative itself to the definition of “the 
literary” and “the historical” and to the economic means which feed into or 
influence the production of these categories themselves. In short, what I 
detect in the work and actions of these poets on both sides of the Atlantic 
is a desire not to populate the field of “the historical,” “the literary” and 
“the literary historical” with alternative facts, events, publications, names, 
but a belief that the discursive templates, the contours of these fields 
themselves need to be redefined, renamed and thereby reclaimed if we are 
ever to encounter culture and history as dynamic and negotiable symbolic 
economies rather than as static templated simulacra.  

 With this digression, then, I hope to illustrate that reclaiming and 
renaming history is not simply a case of inserting different content into a 
ready-made model. It is not simply about re-ordering what is already 
present, already deemed significant, or readdressing Kierkegaard’s 
“noteworthy events” – which is what, to a large extent, writers like Pound 
tend to do. It is not simply about bearing witness to history from a different 
perspective or ideological position. It is also about redefining “the 
historical” itself – as I believe Olson and the other poets I’ve mentioned in 
connection with him do – through the scrupulous observation of 
apparently “insignificant life situations” in the name of discovering their 
significance and of according them a value which might otherwise remain 
unacknowledged. As William Carlos Williams has it in his most well-known 
short poem:  
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so much depends 
upon 
 
a red wheel 
barrow 
 
glazed with rain 
water 
 
beside the white 
chickens. (Williams, 264) 
 

 If this is most usually understood an an aesthetic proposition, the 
quintessential poetic expression of Williams’ mantra “no ideas but in 
things,” it might also indicate the kind of recognition and the kind of 
questions that the process of reclaiming and renaming history entails: the 
recognition of the significance in the apparently trivial and consequent 
questions about the nature of the content of the “so much” which might 
depend on it. 

For Erich Auerbach, this focus on the mundane is a characteristic of 
modernism. In Mimesis, his monumental study of narrative from Homer to 
Woolf, Joyce and Proust, he observes of the latter:  

 
now many writers present minor happenings, which are 
insignificant as exterior factors in a person’s destiny, for their own 
sake or rather as points of departure for the development of 
motifs, for a penetration which opens up new perspectives into a 
milieu or a consciousness of the given historical setting. They have 
discarded presenting the story of their characters with any claim 
to exterior completeness, in chronological order, and with the 
emphasis on important exterior turning points of destiny. James 
Joyce’s tremendous novel [Ulysses] – an encyclopaedic work, a 
mirror of Dublin, of Ireland, a mirror too of Europe and its 
millennia – has for its frame the externally insignificant course of a 
day in the lives of a schoolteacher and an advertising broker. 
(Auerbach, 547) 
 

 As it happens, of course, Joyce reclaimed and renamed the history 
of 16 June, 1904 in ways that he couldn’t possibly have imagined, with the 
anniversary of the original Bloomsday now celebrated around the world 
and with the fictional events of his novel now coming to have a more firmly 
established imaginary “reality” than the given historical setting of the 
actual 16 June, 1904. Here again, though, we can see how, beyond the 
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aesthetic shift which Auerbach identifies, literature’s focus on “minor 
happenings” might be understood in terms of – and might contribute to – 
an ongoing reappraisal of “the historical” and, indeed, “the historic”. Like 
William Carlos Williams’ “The Red Wheelbarrow” and Olson’s Maximus 
Poems, Joyce’s Ulysses, Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway and Proust’s A La Recherche 
De Temps Perdu can also be read as texts which question the historical 
metanarrative, not by rearranging “noteworthy events,” but by 
scrupulously observing “insignificant life situations.”  

Here, then, I turn my attention to the contemporary Bulgarian 
author, Georgi Gospodinov, whose work is frequently referred to as 
postmodernist, and yet whose interest in the insignificant and the 
fragmentary is similar in kind to that of the writers identified as modernist 
by Auerbach. Gospodinov’s Естествен роман or Natural Novel from 
1999, for example, focuses almost entirely on “minor happenings.” The 
framing narrative – if it can be called that – concerns a seemingly 
archetypal and personally, if not necessarily historically significant 
situation: a character called Georgi Gospodinov is being divorced by his 
wife Emma who is pregnant by another man. This Georgi Gospodinov – and 
there are several who appear in the text, none of whom, it’s probably safe 
to assume, is the empirically existing Georgi Gospodinov who wrote the 
novel – seems relatively unmoved by this and there is certainly no attempt 
to turn this story into a grand and tragic narrative. Much of the novel, in 
fact, consists of apparently inconsequential anecdotes, pub conversations, 
quotations from other novels, pseudo-philosophical riffs on various 
subjects (occasionally scatological), parables and so on. As the American 
novelist Garth Greenwell observes in an article in The New Yorker: 
“Gospodinov rejects grand narratives altogether, offering in their place a 
polyphonic microchronicle of moments” (Greenwell). 

Arguably, Gospodinov’s novel takes us beyond even Kierkegaard’s 
“insignificant life situations” and Auerbach’s “externally insignificant course 
of a day,” and many of the moments recounted in it appear to be beyond 
insignificance. They are spectacularly marginal, as if the entire book has 
been constructed from outtakes from the kind of naturalist and modernist 
autobiographical and biographical novels whose beginnings the narrator – 
or one of the narrators – tries out as possible openings to his own 
narrative. Even the most naturalistic – as opposed to natural – of novelists 
have filtered such minor happenings out. That one of the lengthiest 
chapters in the novel is evidently recounted by a fly exemplifies 
Gospodinov’s interest in the hyper-marginal and his exploration of its 
possibilities as a foundation for a genuinely natural aesthetic and counter-
narrative to set against the metanarratives which currently populate the 
categories of “the literary” and, by implication, “the historical.” 
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This interest and disposition towards metanarrative and, indeed, 

narrative itself is made equally explicit in his most recent publication, 
2018’s Всички нашите тела/All our bodies, a collection of prose 
fragments, many of which are no more than a few sentences long. Again, 
these are provisional moments, shards of experience, which we are 
evidently not expected to thread together around any kind of overarching 
narrative. In many ways, in fact, the individual pieces gathered into the 
book defy any kind of categorisation: some resemble prose-poems, some 
resemble flash fiction, some resemble the routines of William S. Burroughs. 
And yet, as Gospodinov himself points out in the longest piece in the book, 
the end-note entitled “On brevity and this book – briefly,” there is nothing 
new about this. Literary tradition incorporates all manner of fragments 
and, he says:  

 
Completely chaotically, as in a Borgesian encyclopaedia, we might 
list ancient stone inscriptions, Buddhist koans, the ‘characters’ of 
Theophrastus, Biblical parables, apocrypha, the annotations of 
anonymous scribes on the fly-leaves of sacred books. (Gospodinov, 
138)  
 
For Gospodinov, too, the fragment offers a challenge to the 

prevailing market-driven literary hierarchy:  
 
There is a fixed hierarchy in contemporary literature, according to 
which the novel is above everything else […] What’s left for very 
short stories, fragments and sentences? They don’t become 
bestsellers and blockbusters, they’re too short. Their ant-like 
bodies can’t compare with the elephantine novel. But again the 
subversive quality of brief stories, their ability to escape from 
under the novel’s yoke appeals to me. And it particularly appeals to 
me now, in times of heavyweight epic. (Gospodinov, 137)  
 

This last sentence can also be read from a broader perspective as a 
reference, not only to blockbuster novels, but also to other forms of 
heavyweight discourse in the media, political rhetoric, contemporary 
history and so on. 

Again, then, it is a book which privileges seemingly insignificant, 
marginalised and neglected personal histories and offers an alternative to 
prevailing metanarratives and categorisation of the historical in the name 
of challenging their predominance. Here, for example, he refers directly to 
the histories which have been deemed “impossible” and yet could be 
included within the horizon of the historical: 
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I collect impossible histories 
 
Such as 
The history of clouds in the 12th century 
The history of the desire to be elsewhere 
The history of flies born in 1968 (and dead the 
same year) 
The history of sorrow at 6pm 
The history of impossible histories 
 
My collection, of course, is empty. And precisely 
because of that, possible. (Gospodinov, 23) 
 
This short piece draws attention to the question of how and why 

value and meaning are accorded to some histories and not to others and in 
‘One and the same life’, also collected here, Gospodinov offers grounds for 
considering all histories, no matter how seemingly insignificant, with the 
kind of scrupulous attention which Kierkegaard refers to: 

 
I suspect that, for the vine fly, which lives for 24 hours and for the 
Galapagos tortoise, hauling its shell around for more than 100 
years, the experience of time is one and the same. Everything the 
tortoise down over a century happens to a fly in a day – birth, 
maturity, procreation, old-age, death. One equally rich and 
detailed life. [Gospodinov, 94] 
 

Although this isn’t an allegory or fable per se, it can, of course, be read 
allegorically and, indeed, invites us to do so. We can map this observation, 
this suspicion, onto the human world and regard it as both a radically 
egalitarian and radically generous understanding, the implication being – in 
the context of Gospodinov’s remarks about narrative cited above – that, if 
we all lead “One equally rich and detailed life”, then all our histories, all our 
narratives have equivalent meaning and value.  

Like Orwell and Olson, then, Gospodinov combines a Kierkegaardian 
ethic with Lyotardian scepticism: the scrupulous observation of “insignificant 
life situations” coexists with a distrust in the construction of narratives which 
seek to present a seamless and ideologically inflected – or in many cases 
ideologically controlled – interpretation of the world. Significantly, of course, 
Gospodinov – although born in Bulgaria in 1968 – is not necessarily writing 
about the country’s socialist period in which he grew up: the constructed 
narratives to which his “microchronicles” offer both an alternative and a 
challenge might be those of actually existing socialism, but they also might 
be those of Bulgaria’s difficult post-1989 transition period, of neo-
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liberalism more broadly or simply those which a market-driven literary 
industry has chosen to mark out as potential blockbusters and bestsellers. 
Orwell’s target was more specific – the totalitarianism he observed in Nazi 
Germany, fascist Italy, Soviet Russia and, indeed, wartime Britain – and 
Olson’s poetry might also be fruitfully read in the context of McCarthyite 
America, but all three exhibit a concern with the essence and politics of 
narrative which, in their own different ways, might be set against Francis 
Fukuyama’s assertion that history ended in 1989 and that we have now 
fully entered a phase of post-historical neo-liberalism. Orwell and Olson, of 
course, couldn’t have read Fukuyama’s diagnosis, but I suspect that they 
would have identified as another example of an ideologically constructed 
metanarrative while Gospodinov’s fragments appear to represent a 
shoring-up against the blithe assumptions of neo-liberalism which plays 
with notions of postmodernism, but which is actually founded in an ethics 
stretching back through Lyotard to modernism and phenomenology, 
Kierkegaard and beyond. As Gospodinov puts it, the role of counter-
narrative is to chronicle “One equally rich and detailed life” (94). 
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ЗНАЧИМОТО В НЕЗНАЧИТЕЛНОТО: ДНЕВНИКЪТ НА УИНСТЪН СМИТ И 

ДРУГИ ПРЕОСМИСЛЕНИ ИСТОРИИ 
 
 Kонструирането на контра-наративи, които преосмислят и 
пренаписват историята, противопоставяйки се на доминиращия 
дискурс, не може просто да бъде въпрос на замяна на един 
метанаратив с друг. Истинските контра-наративи оспорват дори и 
самата категория „историчност“, като размиват нейните граници и 
откриват стойностното в това, което често се счита за исторически 
незначително или маргинално. В тази глава разглеждам творби на 
трима автори - Джордж Оруел, Чарлз Олсън и Георги Господинов - 
които, въпреки разнообразието на техните възгледи, произведения и 
условията, в които работят, проявяват общ интерес към значимостта 
на привидно незначимото и способността му да води до етично 
преразглеждане на възгледите и дефинициите на общоприетите 
метанаративи. Дневникът на Уинстън Смит в романа „1984” от Оруел, 
автобиографичните сюжети, слабо известните исторически документи 
и местната митология, включени в стиховете от Олсъновия 
„Максимус“, и фрагментарните текстове на „Всички наши тела" от 
Господинов се разглеждат във връзка с представата на Киркегор за 
достойнството в личната история, дефиницията на Лиотар за 
постмодернизмa като „недоверие към метанаративите” и дискусията 
на Ауербах за модернизма в „Мимезис”. Това също така спомага да се 
осветли приемствеността между различните „епохи” на 
модернистичния /постмодернистичния период, както и да се установи 
дали и доколко е необходимо да се преразгледа начинът, по който се 
определя и се разказва самата литературна история.  
 
 Ключови думи: история, значение, етика, модернизъм, 
постмодернизъм, наратив, контра-наратив. 
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Abstract: Even though the WWI ended a century ago, it seems viable to say that its 

presence and consequences are still echoing in the (sub)conscious self of the 

peoples in the Western Balkans. This paper focuses on disclosure of possible 

linguistic traits within a literary text, which uncover the author’s attitude towards 

the cultural and historical events he depicts. The aim is to investigate the possibility 

of extracting the parallel personal and general histories, their overlapping points, be 

they cultural or historical, through the linguistic tools used. The main focal point is 

on juxtaposing information, whose meaning is overtly shaped by the culture(s) of 

the speaker and the generally accepted cultural and historical posits, within the 

stories portrayed. 

 

Keywords: culture, history, travel writing, linguistic traits, intramental translation. 

 
 
 Introduction 
 
 The centennial anniversary of the Great War called for novel 
approaches to the core issues of its aftermath and contemporariness. 
Therefore, it seems odd that the emergence of Tim Butcher’s book The 
Trigger: Hunting the Assassin Who Brought the World to War, has not been 
received with much notice in the region of the Western Balkans, even 
though the academic community (e. g. Markovich 2015) has paid it some 
attention. Tim Butcher, a British journalist and a wartime news reporter 
from Bosnia, gives himself a challenging task of portraying Gavrilo Princip, 
an underage student from western Bosnia, who is, deictically, pinpointed 
as the trigger of the Great War. Encompassed as a personal account and 
contribution to unveiling the enigma hovering over the contradicting 
attitudes towards the very event that ignited the bloodiest conflict in the 
known history of the time, the author uncovers his own history, which 
somehow roots on the events presented in his story. 

 At the same time, the establishment of a reshaped map of the 
Western Balkans landscape indubitably opens possibilities to take a break 
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and summarise holistically the particular literary contributions, whose aim 
was the uncovering of the topics which were deemed notorious or non-
profitable for covering and which presented themselves as the obvious 
choice with the raised novel interest of both the public and, more 
importantly, the market. The chosen key term used here, the market, 
offers itself naturally. Namely, it seems only natural that such an occasion 
would call for manifold approaches to the topic, academic or non-
academic ones, and that the influx of versatile array of publications can 
only be steered by the publishing houses’ editorial policies.    
 
 The Contemporary Melange: Travel Writing as a Connecting Link 
Between Lingua-cultural and Literary Research 
 
 The amalgam, which the Western Balkans area presents, asks for a 
specific and cautious approach towards choice of research points. It would 
not be mere generalising to say that the moment one finds a focal 
investigating point, more problems offer themselves at the first glance in 
comparison with the benefits. And in the case of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
such a standpoint can be taken as an understatement, for everything is 
looked through a three-glass prism of loosely nationally based ‘truths’. So, 
the very point of writing travelogues has somehow been left aside, for the 
existence of one versus three or more truths keeps on lingering not only 
above the authors’ heads but also above the recipients’ ones. It seems as if 
the peoples are used to relying on the Other as the source for comparison 
of their everyday lives. The general public of Bosnia and Herzegovina most 
often turn to two sources, Evliya Çelebi’s The Book of Travels and Rebecca 
West’s Black Lamb and Grey Falcon. More recently, the travel histories 
about the country have started to emerge, those being recounts of their 
authors on their (usually war or post-war) imagery of the country. Again, 
the recounts have been made by aliens and represent the imagery of a 
Bosnian and Herzegovian peoples, lives and cultures through the eyes of 
the Other. The geo-political heritage of tell-tale and belief in ever-so-often 
rewritten myths are just two reasons for the allure Bosnians and 
Herzegovians feel towards seeing themselves through the eyes of the 
outer Others, for the nearness of the image through the eyes of the 
neighbour is an everyday thing, imposed on them by the very environ they 
have been living in. 

 The research on travel has been reflourishing in the recent couple 
of decades. As Thompson (2016, xvi) states, it is 

 
a burgeoning field of academic enquiry. With many societies 
around the world confronting complex issues of globalization, 
cultural hybridization and the large-scale flow of populations both 
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within and across national borders, scholars have been increasingly 
impelled to historicize and theorize these and related phenomena. 

 
 In this particular recipe of the travel writing studies, it is impossible 

to separate the particular ingredients from the whole. Yet, linguistically 
challenging seems the number of -isations and -ises used, as well as the 
usage of the passive voice. It seems as if the researchers have been driven 
into researching the points by an outer force, or, at least, the very source 
of imposition is not as important as the very act. Clinging behind the 
curtain represented through words and phrases such as globalisation or 
cultural hybridisation, the travel writing studies voice an ever so fresh and 
vibrant need for broadening the mind through exposure to other cultures, 
languages, peoples and ways of life and thinking. 

 When talking about the genre of travel writing in general, Robyn 
Davidson (2002, 6) reminds us that the allure it gives us lies in the fact that 
“[T]hey create the illusion that there is still an uncontaminated Elsewhere 
to discover.” Thompson (2011, 5) praises its usefulness in academic 
discussions, but warns against impetuous and biased readings, which are 
done “so as to decipher and critique their larger ideological implications 
and geopolitical consequences.” Pratt (1992, 4) emphasises the existence 
of so-called “contact zones,” which for her represent “social spaces where 
disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in highly 
asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination.” Bracewell and 
Drace-Francis (2008) place the area of Bosnia and Herzegovina into the 
geographical area of Eastern Europe, emphasising its connection with both 
the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian Empires. Krivokapić and Panajoti 
(2018) make the connection with the past by claiming the presence of 
postcolonial influence in the travel writing texts in the area of the Balkans. 
Lisle (2006) presents a critical overview of the influence of travelogues 
onto world politics, with a special attention being paid to Bosnia. She 
notices that they are “engaged in delivering time/space-specific facts and 
events to audiences in intelligible ways” and emphasises the connection it 
makes between the real and the fictional, saying that “it is well positioned 
to contest the hierarchy of literature that prevents us from identifying 
important discursive connections between different types of writings” 
(Lisle, 33). On the other hand, Goldsworthy (2012) talks about the literary 
colonisation of the Balkans, which is done with the aid of travel writers, 
whose role is the assessment of the territory as a possible field for the 
design of stories which can be embraced by the ever-so-demanding 
market. 

 Having said that, it is evident that the majority of linguistic issues 
have been dealt with as a part of general literary or cultural investigations, 
thus proving that it is almost impossible to draw a strict border between 
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the complementary dichotomy (or trichotomy). Smethurst (2015, 100) 
gives a rather specific view on the topic: 
 

The history of place-writing in fiction and travel writing is a history 
of mimesis, leading to (over-)familiarization, containment and the 
systematization of place. For place-writing to reclaim its agency and 
difference, the subaltern role of place must be reversed, by 
recognizing, for example, how our relations with place shape us and 
how place inhabits us. As an imaginative exercise, we might even 
begin by considering how place regards us. The tactics of the 
geocritical imagination might then be summarized as attempts to 
find for place: a voice, a language, a geo-centric logic, a form, a 
body, a self-organizing process and something like, but also unlike, 
a consciousness. The idea is not to abandon the historic study of 
place as an anthropocentric project, as this remains an indictment 
of who we were and continue to be. 
 
The significance the intertwined embroidery of the town and its 

language has with the narrative of the author’s representation is in an 
even larger connection with the historical background and its intricacies, 
which are sometimes taken for granted or just not possible for transfer. 
Therefore, for a linguist, it is vital to observe and extrapolate the instances 
of linguistic evidence, which unequivocally prove the presence of the 
author’s self within the presented narrative and to investigate the 
possible linguistic tools used to stir readers in the direction the author 
sets.  

The impossibility of separation between literary and cultural 
research is evident in the same way as is the one between linguistic and 
cultural. The impossibility of the extraction lies in the core of the research 
subject, for the term language includes culture in itself. It is, therefore, no 
surprise that Tannen (1986, 30) reminds us that “the fate of the earth 
depends on cross-cultural communication,” again putting the equation 
sign between linguistic and cultural posits, or, at least, underlines their 
overlapping scopes and nature. The points of view are sometimes 
juxtaposed, but they, nevertheless, acknowledge the link. Crozet and 
Liddicoat (2002, 22) appreciate the complexity the concept carries 
emphasising its “dynamism inherent” and “subject[ness] to change,” 
Risager (2003; 2006) talks about “neutralising” the existence of the 
dichotomy between language and culture by reintroducing 
“languaculture,” and she claims that “linguistic practice is accompanied by 
languaculture” (Risager 2007, 154). It is evident that applied linguists 
warmly embrace the concept propagated by anthropological linguists 
(Agar 1991; 1994) and discourse analysts (Fairclough 1992) in order to 
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narrow the unnatural gap that sometimes seems to exist between the two 
concepts. Still, recently, some loud voices have been heard calling for 
reconsiderations and reevaluations of not only the concept of culture but 
also its implications for the researchers, especially because it has been 
noted that many scholars follow the tendency of avoiding even the use of 
the term, or, as Atkinson (2015, 424) argues, “[I]n the very field which 
innovated the concept in fact —anthropology — culture has been ‘half-
abandoned’.” The way out from this rather inconvenient pathway has 
been offered in the form of cultural linguistics (Langacker 1994; Palmer 
1996; Farzad 2017). The very return to understanding of the relationship 
which exists between language, culture and thought for a linguistic 
researcher opens a possibility for applying posits to a literary text and 
investigating the possible occurrence or presence of specific linguistic 
traits. 

Lastly, Wierzbicka (2003, 9) emphasises her own views on the 
actual studies of culture by extrapolating that 

 
if we want to study cultures other than our own all we can do is to 
describe them through the prism of our own culture, and therefore 
to distort them. We can find a point of view which is universal and 
culture-independent; but we must look for such a point of view not 
outside all human cultures, (because we cannot place ourselves 
outside them), but within our own culture, or within any other 
culture that we are intimately familiar with. 

 
It is, therefore, important to include a self-image and self-

perception in cultural study. When one transposes such a point at travel 
writing texts, which are a compendium of self-images and self-perceptions, 
it seems only natural to try to separate the personal from the generally 
recommended/reevaluated posits of the narrator, which consequently 
serve as a leading thread in deciphering the offered narrative and its 
underlying tale and story. 

The theoretical framework indubiously offers different angles for 
approaching the task set, that of the possibility of unveiling linguistic traits 
within a literary text. The choice of one piece of literary work, in this case a 
travelogue, just seemed right for investigating whether it is possible to use 
basically linguistic tools in order to extract some deeper linguistic levels. 
Sinclair (2004, 51) tells us that  

 
literature is a prime example of language in use; no systematic 
apparatus can claim to describe language if it does not embrace 
the literature also; and not as a freakish development, but as a 
natural specialization of categories which are required in other 
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parts of the descriptive system. Further, the literature must be 
describable in terms which accord with the priorities of literary 
critics. 

 
 Still, while the focus of literary criticism may be pointed in the 

other direction, the use of one encircled literary text as a corpus for lingua-
cultural considerations can be justified as a cross-sectional qualitative case 
study (Dörnyei 2007; Podesva and Sharma 2013), for the scope of the text 
and its uniqueness and definiteness create an excellent ground for 
elicitation and extraction of (un)biased cultural issues, which are used, 
consciously or unconsciously, to guide the readers in the direction 
intended by the narrator. 
 
 Unveiling Linguistic Traits 
 
 Focusing on lingua-cultural, to be more precise personal idolectal 
traits of the author and the characters of Tim Butcher’s The Trigger: 
Hunting the Assassin Who Brought the World to War, I will try to elude the 
possible subjective interpretation of a literary text, which is rather 
expected, for my aim is to focus on merely linguistic structures and units 
which, either covert or overt, enable uncovering the author’s attitude 
towards the chosen focus of his investigations. The choice of the text as a 
corpus has been twofold. The personal one deals with the interest in the 
contemporary views of Gavrilo Princip as well as the actual connection of 
the character and the author with my home town, Tuzla. And this is the 
point at which the personal bond both starts and stops. Still, it is worth 
mentioning, for the examined corpus is a garland of personal innuendoes 
and fortuities for both the researcher and the author. The other is 
primarily research-oriented, for the applicability of a linguistic investigation 
of a travel writing text rarely offers itself in such a way as this has, for it 
offers a multilateral view of the text, without it being valued through the 
literary prism.  

The complexity of the narrative used in the corpus asked for a 
narrower, specific approach to a research focal point: the extraction of 
specific linguistic features within the text which reveal the author’s 
attitude towards the cultural-historical events he is investigating. The 
examples investigated are predominately from the opening part of the 
novel, for it provides an array of both personal and general ideas set in 
front of readers to be chosen at their own convenience or preference. The 
further the narrative leads us into the unfolding of the story, the more 
personal the narrator becomes, thus opening the possibility of subjective 
reading on both the part of the reader and the part of the analyst. I claim 
that it is possible to extract the parallel personal and general histories in 
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the investigated corpus, which, on the surface, seem linguistically 
unmarked and semantically unbiased. Namely, according to ethnolinguistic 
postulates, “language is highly sensitive to cultural and societal processes” 
(Gladkova 2015, 47), so it is highly unlikely that the narrative is able to 
discard completely the personal (therefore, marked or biased) agenda, 
even when we talk about a piece of a text which, on the surface, comes 
across as a travelogue. 

The author uses the first person singular as a way of leading us 
through the story, thus limiting it to his own personal ordeal. Such a posit 
not only opens him to the possible critical considerations but also 
cunningly excuses him from the subjectivism, which, whether we like it or 
not, must exist with all of us.  

Let us consider the depiction which introduces the actual choice of 
the topic of the book, that of the chapel where Gavrilo Princip was 
interred. 
 

It was about the size of an electricity substation, a modest structure 
with a box design, easy to overlook. It wore the livery of so many 
wartime buildings in Sarajevo: a cavity from what appeared to be an 
artillery strike, terracotta roof tiles rucked out of alignment, the door 
ripped from its hinges, its frame pockmarked by shrapnel. (Butcher 
2014, 5) 
 

The description resembles an expected depiction of an edifice from 
war-torn Bosnia. We encounter an extraposed sentence, with a line of 
coordinated extraposed subjects, used as an introductory canvass. The 
second sentence follows the rhythm introduced in the first one, that of the 
simple subject, predicate and the complex complement. The rhythm here 
changes dramatically as we are faced with the line of coordinated nominal 
structures, in which the postmodification widens progressively and linearly 
towards the end, which indubitably emphasises the underlined aura of 
war. The culmination of the depiction is seen in the appearance of the 
plaque, which bears the name of Gavrilo Princip written in Cyrillic 
alphabet. The author’s setting is elaborate. It is also in line with the 
previous trail of a personal confession, which uncovers the reasons for 
covering the paths of Princip and trying to untangle the Bosnian knot 
which seems too complicated for him. The knot being “the filthy tomb” 
(Butcher 24), “the fouled tomb” (Ibid, 21), viz. the use of the chapel as a 
lavatory during the war. Here is a good time to stop and reconsider Judith 
Butler’s (1997, 38) consideration of the relationship between language and 
trauma, for she posits that  
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there is no purifying language of its traumatic residue, and no way 
to work through trauma except through the arduous effort it takes 
to direct course of its repetition. […] After all, to be named by 
another is traumatic: it is an act that precedes my will, an act that 
brings me into a linguistic world in which I might then begin to 
exercise agency at all.  

 
The clash between the premodifying adjectives and nouns they 

modify introduces the clash, which will overtly be present throughout the 
novel, the clash between the personal narrative retold and the possible 
existence of yet another truth (however implausible it may be due to the 
ample amount of presented evidence). Again, this is my personal reading 
of the author’s story, and it is as subjective as a personal reading may be, 
there is no doubt about that. It carries in itself as much of my personal 
trauma and remembrance as the author’s does of his. But the very 
possibility and openness to such a reading and understanding is of crucial 
importance, for it allows a personal involvement in the narrative and its 
encapsulation into a unique personalised experience. Thus, the 
linguistically expressed dismay needs some kind of elaboration and 
explanation. And the author’s solution is a very interesting one, to “follow 
Princip’s life path, trekking where he trekked” (Butcher 24). 

This constant reminder of the existence of a personal agenda 
keeps on hovering above the readers’ heads and they are repeatedly 
reminded of it. In some moments, it seems that the inevitable first person 
pronoun prompts us that we, as readers, also must involve ourselves in the 
story, and, in such a way, become entangled and involved in the story and 
the journey. This carefully planned representation has been presented on 
a thin line between personal and general, thus being left for 
interpretations and multi-faceted readings. 

Let us consider also the introduction of the personal history of the 
author himself. He meticulously gives details about his date and place of 
birth, depicts not the family history but also the geographical background 
of the area he comes from. He insists on telling us all the personal details 
which provoked his involvement in the research he conducted (death of 
Uncle Alyn, childhood games, his choice of university and department, 
etc.). This insistence on the personal, therefore subjective enables the 
depiction of the later events in the same way. By showing that we, after 
all, are influenced by the societal, linguistic or cultural environs and by 
genealogical and heritable histories, which are inserted into our minds, 
voluntarily and involuntarily, the author reminds us that subjectiveness is a 
part of one’s self and that writing a tale must include reclaiming the 
already written ones and rewriting them using our own personal 
recognisable style and handwriting. For example, the separating line 
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between the personal and the general can be seen in the choice of 
sentences. 
  

On 24 March 1918, days after this picture was taken, Uncle 
Alyn was lost while strafing German trenches. He was twenty-
three. He has no known grave. 
 
His parents had to endure months of uncertainty about 
whether he might have survived. He came down close to the 
Somme River during an intense German offensive and at a 
time when the British army was in pell-mell retreat. With 
thousand of casualties on both sides, the fate of a single 
enemy aircraft on land recently and bloodily fought over was 
hardly a priority for the advancing Germans. It would be 
months before British officialdom formally pronounced that 
Alyn was dead. (Butcher 14) 
 

The sentence rhythm changes in accordance with the issues 
presented. Namely, the facts are presented using straightforward short 
sentences, which are short of excessive modification. But the instances, 
which show inclusion of emotions of the other are heavily modified with 
adjectives, without giving precedence to any of the sides presented. Still, 
the usage of extraposition in the last sentence makes the reader wonder 
whether the focalisation is used for syntactic reasons only or the author is 
trying to highlight his rather bias standpoint against the doer of the action 
and reprehend the authorities for dawdling.  

We also encounter the depictions of preconceived truths and 
positions, which are rooted (or implanted) into the Western worldview. 
 

the Balkans, a region synonymous in Western eyes with 
impenetrability, backwardness and violence. (Butcher 6) 
 
this land of mountain and myth. (Butcher 4) 

 
As a native Bosnian, who spent her student years in Sarajevo, I 

cherish this imported view of the homeland. At the same time, it is so 
alien, so other, for I have always felt that my homeland is full of meadows 
and rivers and lakes, and that the greyness of the mountains presents only 
the backdrop for the actual greenery of the landscape and blueness of the 
waters. So here, at the very beginning of the story, the paths of the other 
and of me as a reader both cross and separate, for the established idea 
about the roughness of the people and their “backwardness,” presented 
just a couple of pages apart, will inevitably provoke a feeling of uneasiness 
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with a reader from this part of the world. The generalness of the idea, the 
very notion of Balkanness, is something that the people from the Balkans 
have strong emotions towards, so the acknowledgement that there still 
exists such a notion, even though in this case the readers are guided into 
consideration of the last decade of the previous millennium, must 
inevitably involve the emergence of emotions. Moreover, as it is usually 
the case, the presumed Western includes the Greek, and the Greeks are 
the inseparable ingredients of the Balkan concoction. The very image 
drawn by the metaphor, which describes the beauty of the country is being 
crushed to pieces by the use of the three coordinated noun phrases, thus 
putting a sign of negation between the country and its inhabitants. 

In line with the previous examples are the lines about the 
romanticised tales and histories.  
 

wantonly destroying […] - anything contributed, no matter 
how marginally, to Bosnia’s nascent sense of national identity. 
(Butcher 6) 

 
Lying where Europe’s south-eastern fringe comes up against 
influences from Asia Minor, Bosnia had a back-story 
dominated for hundreds of years by foreign occupation, first 
by the Ottoman Empire then by Austria-Hungary (otherwise 
known as the Habsburg Empire). Although its people shared 
the same language and cultural roots, cleavages over the 
centuries had created three identifiable groups: Bosnian 
Serbs, Bosnian Croats and Bosnian Muslims. I read repeatedly 
how the era foreign domination had been ended by the First 
World War when a new nation, Yugoslavia, emerged out of 
the fighting, one that allowed local Slavs to rule themselves 
for the first time in the modern era. (Butcher 7) 

 
The narrative seems to offer yet another telltale story of the 

limited flashback into Bosnian and Herzegovian history, i.e. only up to the 
Ottoman times, which is in sharp contrast with the phrase “nascent sense 
of national identity,” which definitely has deeper roots. The second 
sentence emphasises an attempt to make a linguistic (and every other) 
distinction between the ethnic groups, which, again, looks like pure deictic 
(however plausible) pointing at the core of a still painful and 
unacknowledged matter-of-fact present-day situation. The readers are 
again appointed with a conclusion which presents them with little choice, 
for the conclusiveness of the existence of the three “identifiable” groups 
inevitably leads to their possible conflict, either in the past or future. The 
danger of setting borders between ethnic and any other groups has proven 
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to be perilous in Bosnia and Herzegovina in the 1990s, for this type of 
labelling make possible the division not only between the ethnic groups 
themselves but with the language(s) they speak and culture(s) they belong 
to. Moreover, the reference to a romanticised tale of the birth of a nation 
seems very naive from the local point of view, but in line with the alien 
presupposed image of both Yugoslavias and their citizens. 

Now and then, in order to change the rhythm and give more 
credibility to the story, the narrator loudly voices his presence with the 
combination of the first persona singular pronoun and a critical comment 
on the event discussed. 
 

But the crisis still needed a spark to detonate the explosive 
mix of old-world superiority, diplomatic miscalculation, 
strategic paranoia and hubristic military overconfidence. And, 
like generations of young students before and since, I had 
been taught that the First World War began after the heir to 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, was 
shot in Sarajevo by Gavrilo Princip. Academics still debate the 
diplomatic-political multiplier that transformed a Balkan 
assassination into a casus belli for the Great Powers, but none 
dispute that it was the shooting in Sarajevo that led the world 
to war a century ago. (Butcher 19) 

 
The coordinated noun phrases in the first sentence are in huge 

contrast with the passive voice in the second. The position of the agent 
subject, in the case of passivisation, a prepositional complement put at the 
topically marked final position shows that the narrator wants his readers 
to be aware that there does not exist a hundred percent agreement with 
the presumed history embraced and acknowledged by the majority, for 
the absence of deixis and the very use of the passive voice tell us that the 
main focus is on the perpetrator not the action itself (even though the use 
of passive tells us differently on the first glance). The last sentence shows 
clearly that the language used discloses the inner understanding and point 
of view of the narrator. Namely, the relative generalness of the statement, 
underlined with the use of the present simple tense, is sharply contrasted 
with the use of extraposition, which can be understood not only as a 
generally agreed issue but also as a starting and finishing point that will 
ultimately be reached by the quest taken by this particular narrator. 

Let us end the discussion with the question the author asks himself 
at the beginning of this quest for the new truth(s): 
 

But the Princip’s fouled tomb led me to think again. It 
dislodged in my mind a troubling piece of Great War flotsam: 
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the thought that, in the eyes of some of his own people, 
Princip and his cause were not worth honouring. The filth I 
found in that memorial chapel polluted the purity of the 
sacrifice made by Uncle Alyn, the four men from Hellidon, the 
legions lost on the Western Front, the Italians buried in the 
snow and millions of others. (Butcher 20) 
 

Hanenberg (2018, 2) argues once again in favour of the 
introduction and implementation of the term intramental translation, by 
which he means “the process of coming to terms with experience by 
establishing its meaning.” He emphasises the work of anthropologists who 
draw attention to a so-called “shared intention” to human culture and 
development, which is understood as “the ability to understand the 
other’s intention and to join one’s own intention to it, to transform the 
other’s intention into one’s own.” Hanenberg, thus, argues that “sharing 
intention is intramental translating” (Ibid). The misunderstanding which 
stands in front of Butcher, that of not understanding the reasons of 
Princip’s compatriots for not honouring him just adds value to the notion 
that the ability of an individual to decipher, understand, embrace actually 
presents his/his ability to translate, to comprehend, to value. In order to 
be able to understand the standpoints of Princip’s compatriots, Butcher 
has to be able to translate the cultural background imprinted in their 
minds. Thus, the things that seem plausible are sometimes 
“untranslatable,” for the societal and cultural posits of the present keep on 
making us revalue the past. Therefore, Princip, once known as a hero, and 
being embraced as such by the Yugoslav society, is now looked at through 
different prisms. A national has become plural, and the plurality brings the 
possibility of many singular readings, not only the generally accepted one. 
Finally, Butcher’s own quest is a personal reclaim for family history. His 
family truth, his embraced truth and his personal truth are changing 
constantly with every new step he makes following the Princip’s footsteps. 
In that way, he is reclaiming the forgotten history of his family member as 
well as all the known and forgotten histories of all the people whose lives 
had to be rewritten as a consequence of a shot fired from the Miljacka 
River’s Latin Bridge on 28th June 1914. 
 
 Dénouement 
 
 Working extensively on the topic of the relationship between 
language and violence, Dawes (2002, 1) distinguishes between two 
models: “the emancipatory [one], which presents force and discourse as 
mutually exclusive, and the disciplinary mode, which presents the two as 
mutually constitutive.” What is evident from the lingua-cultural 
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considerations of Tim Butcher’s The Trigger is a vast array of possibilities it 
opens for considerations. Tackling a topic so universally known and yet 
highly personal, the author calls us to distinguish between his, our and 
everyone else’s truths and histories which are connected with the 
beginning of World War I and the assassin whose deed still has a vast 
influence on our lives, for it changed the course of history.  

Linguistic narrative, from the childlike “Us against Them, God 
against Evil” (Butcher 11), develops into a quest, which reclaims the lost 
life opportunities of the author’s uncle, who died in World War I. It also 
rewrites the history of Gavrilo Princip by literally following his paths and 
trying to understand his views by investigating the land and the people he 
lived with. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that the subjectivity of the reclaimed 
uncle’s past and rewritten Princip’s history never ceases to be a personal 
one. We are constantly being reminded that what we are witnessing is just 
another piece in the puzzle called Gavrilo Princip and that the evidence 
gathered is open to reevaluation, for it consists only of stories the author 
chooses to include. The feeling of loss and emptiness war brings is 
personal and cannot be weighed or compared. Butcher poses the first and 
final question: “Could war ever end for relatives troubled by the 
knowledge that the remains of a loved one had never been found?” (25). 
The evident problem with answering such a question raises also gives us 
further possibilities to look at ourselves and inspect the events of our 
everyday activities. In the end, Princip will remain both a villain and a hero 
for some time, maybe even longer for the peoples of the country he was 
born in. This personal history may remain personal, but by being read, by 
exercising the power its tale possesses, it may somehow leave a mark on 
ours as well. 
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KAD TVOJE I MOJE (NI)JESU NAŠE: TRAGOM POTRAGE ZA LIČNIM I 

NACIONALNIM POVIJESTIMA U ROMANU THE TRIGGER: HUNTING THE 
ASSASSIN WHO BROUGHT THE WORLD TO WAR TIMA BUTCHERA 

 
 Iako je Prvi svjetski rat završio prije jednog vijeka, sasvim je jasno 
da njegovo prisustvo i posljedice i dalje odzvanjaju u (pod)svijesnom jastvu 
naroda na području Zapadnog Balkana. Rad se usredsređuje na otkrivanje 
mogućih jezičkih osobina unutar književnog teksta, koje razotkrivaju odnos 
autora prema kulturološkim i istorijskim događajima koje opisuje. Cilj je da 
se, kroz jezičke alatke koje se koriste, istraži mogućnost izdvajanja 
paralelnih ličnih i opštih istorija i tačaka na kojima se one preklapaju, bilo 
da su kulturološke ili istorijske. Glavni fokus je na suprostavljanju 
informacija u prikazanim pričama, čije je značenje jasno oblikovano 
kulturom(ama) govornika i opšte privaćenim kulturološkim i istorijskim 
stavovima. 
 
 Ključne riječi: kultura, istorija, putopisna književnost, jezičke 
osobine, intramentalni prevod. 
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Abstract: During the colonial time in New Zealand Maori and Croatians worked 

together on the gumfileds of the Far North. On the gumfields both Maori and 

Croats were stigmatized, each in their own way and for different reasons. This 

stigmatisation excluded them from the dominant culture and constituted the 

common terrain for their relationship. The intermarriages were common. This paper 

explores the ways the stories about Maori and Croatians in New Zealand have been 

narrated or represented in five different sites of memory, built in different historical 

time, from colonial New Zealand to the bicultural New Zealand of the present. It 

argues that a parallel reading of these sites shows that in between these sites, there 

seems to be a space where all of these gumfield stories are entangled, with motives 

that are embedded in social reality. Hence these stories reflect processes of 

differentiation and power relations in the social. Their meanings are constructed 

retroactively, the past they strive to embody is always presented in the form of 

tradition, but the meaning of tradition restructures and changes constantly with the 

political transformations of the social.  

 

Keywords: Tarara identity, sites of memory, New Zealand. 

 
 
Introduction 
 
In the essay “Who Needs ‘Identity’?”, Stuart Hall (1996) argues 

that the question is a complicated one, given that the “natural” definition 
of identity presupposes that when we talk about identity we recognise that 
there is the stable core of the self which remains static across time, or, in 
other words, if we talk about cultural identity or group identity it seems to 
be “natural” to recognise a common origin, a shared history and ancestry 
held by people who belong to the particular group. In opposition to this 
essentialist, seemingly natural definition, which tries to fix the meaning of 
ethnic, racial and national conceptions, many contemporary scholars 
pointed out that the idea of “the stable core of the self,” or the homogenic 
notion of identity actually masks the plurality of positions that exist behind 
each “identity.” But, according to Hall, there is a complex relation between 
these two concepts. Inspired by Derrida’s theory of deconstruction of 
binary relations, Hall argues that essentialist and antiessentialist concepts 
cannot be seen as “incorrect/correct” alternatives, one more adequate or 
truer than other; on the contrary, anti-essentialism cannot escape 
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essentialist concepts since without them certain key questions cannot be 
thought. But, even though essentialist concepts cannot be completely 
replaced, they have to be put “under erasure” and “identity is such a 
concept – operating ‘under erasure’ in the interval between reversal and 
emergence” (Hall, 2). 

In this paper I argue that claims of identity are always connected 
with the interplay of discourses, emerging within the exercise of power. 
The constitution of identities always involves the exclusion of certain 
possibilities, and thus identities are always about the marking of 
difference. They emerge through the relation to the Other, hence they are 
constantly destabilised by what is excluded in their production (Laclau 
2000; Brah 2000). Their fullness is unachievable, they can never be closed, 
and as Hall puts it: 

 
they are subject to a radical historicisation, and are constantly in 
the process of change and transformation […]. Though they seem 
to invoke an origin in a historical past […] actually identities are 
about questions of using the resources of history, language and 
culture in the process of becoming rather than being […]. They 
arise from the narrativisation of the self, but the necessarily 
fictional nature of this process in no way undermines its 
discursive, material or political effectivity, even if the 
belongingness, the “suturing into the story” through which 
identities arise is, partly, in the imaginary (as well as the symbolic) 
and therefore, always partly constructed in fantasy, or at least 
within a fantasmic field (Hall, 4).  

 
In other words the processes of identification rather than identity by itself 
underline the ways we narrate “who we are” and “who we were.”  
 Here I explore the ways the stories about Maori and Croatians in 
New Zealand have been narrated or represented in five different sites of 
memory in New Zealand: the Matakohe museum, the Jurlina museum, 
Yelash Gumfields museum, the National Museum of New Zealand – Te 
Papa, and Tarara monument in Auckland. These two peoples, the Northern 
Maori tribes of Te Aupouri and Te Rarawa and Croatians from Dalmatia 
met in the gumfields of the Far North between 1880 and 1940. Croatians 
emigrated from Dalmatia which was then a part of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire in search of jobs. The land of the Maori, due to colonization, had 
been confiscated or sold, and they were, like Croatians, in search of labour 
for wages. The gumfields of the Far North was the place of their encounter 
where they developed, what is today usually described as a “harmonious 
relationship” that was marked by a significant number of intermarriages.  
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To understand how narratives about Maori and Croats have been 

constructed, I analyse their production in specific historical sites at 
different times, from colonialism to the bicultural or multicultural New 
Zealand of the present day. Inspired by discourse theory, especially the 
work of Laclau, I analyse New Zealand social models – colonialism, 
assimilation, biculturalism or multiculturalism – as different nodal points, 
master signifiers that, each in its own way, partially fixed the meaning of 
the social. Nodal points bind together a particular system of meaning. All 
identities are in one way or another produced through nodal points and, 
consequently, they are “political entities that involve the construction of 
antagonisms and the exercise of power” (Howarth and Stavrakakis, 9). 
Today New Zealand presents itself as a bicultural country (Maori and 
Pakeha), where difference, or multicultural coexistence of different people 
is celebrated. But passing from colonialism to biculturalism cannot be 
understood as a story of progress, a story that sees the present simply as 
continuous with the past, an improvement on it; nor can it be analysed as 
a simple break with the past. This passing is based on social antagonisms, 
which presuppose the category of “dislocation.” To paraphrase Laclau, 
antagonism is at the heart of all social identity. It is the limit of all 
objectivity, a denial of any closed system and this denial, this negativity, is 
constitutive and foundational, affecting and transforming identities of all 
the social groups involved (Laclau 1990, 17). The resolution of an 
antagonistic situation is always contingent, given that the signification of a 
particular position cannot be fixed in advance.  

In short, for Laclau the social never manages to constitute itself as 
an objective order. It is structured around this impossibility, but it is 
precisely this impossibility of closure that makes new identifications 
possible. The presence of antagonisms in the social is witness to the 
ultimate impossibility of the social. The response to antagonism is the 
imaginary reconstitution of the negated identity (Laclau 1990, 211). And 
this reconstitution needs to be understood as produced in specific 
discursive formations and practices. 

During the colonial time both Maori and Croats were dislocated in 
discrete ways. Colonisation made Dalmatia the most south-easterly part of 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire and New Zealand the most south-easterly 
part of the British Empire, their identities emerging in interaction against 
the Empires that contextualised their specific nationhood. In these 
sociohistorical contexts, Maori lost their land and gradually become 
incorporated into the European economy, resulting in local migration. 
Sometimes whole families, from different areas of New Zealand, travelled 
north to work as gumdiggers. At the same time, Austro-Hungarian policies 
impoverished numerous families and many Dalmatians emigrated in 
search of better lives and jobs. Through colonialism and global economic 
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processes, they were simultaneously brought together on the gumfileds 
and marginalised. So the constitution of the gumfields cannot be 
understood as a local development. It was a complex interaction involving 
a macro-economy that led to this specific New Zealand industry. It was the 
global that constructed the local reality. Thus gumdiggers’ immediate 
conditions and everyday existence were partly constituted in a global 
arena. Although situated in an isolated part of New Zealand gumdigging 
played a part in the transformation of New Zealand society. It reflected the 
contradictions and ambiguities in the cultural, political and economic 
politics of New Zealand identity.  

 
 A Brief Outline of the Beginning of Kauri Gum Industry and Maori 
and Croatian Contacts in New Zealand 
 

The first contact between Europeans and the people of Aotearoa 
(Maori name for New Zealand) occurred in 1642 when the Dutchman, Abel 
Tasman and his crew arrived at Taitapu, ‘Golden Bay’. Fighting broke out. 
Later, the Dutch named this “newly discovered” land Zeelandia Nova, ‘New 
Zealand’. Nearly 130 years later, in 1769, Captain James Cook 
circumnavigated New Zealand. Cook calculated the population of New 
Zealand at 100,000. There is a lack of evidence about the population at 
that time but Metge (1971) states that the population was probably 
between 200,000 and 250,000 and most of this population was in the 
North Island. The people of Aotearoa used the word maori, which meant 
ordinary to “distinguish their own normality as a people from the exotic or 
alien newcomers” (Ballara, 42). They called Europeans pakeha after an 
ancient term for pale-skinned people “who had arrived from the sea, from 
outside Maori territories” (Salmond, 27). Maori saw the land as an 
ancestor, as a living entity. Land was a source of identity and status. Each 
tribe occupied certain part of the land and boundaries were known 
precisely. Some groups probably lived in permanent settlements but went 
occasionally to other parts of the land to exploit particular resources. 
Sometimes some groups lived on the lands of other people, using their 
resources such as trees or rivers. The use rights over the land did not 
confer a right to land. Occupation of land by conquest was common and 
meant that “land was occupied on the basis of unequal rights to it; the 
conquered who had lost their rights could squat on or be assigned land to 
cultivate by their conquerors or others; they did not own it, and commonly 
owed duty and tribute to those with mana over the land” (Ballara, 199).  

After Cook’s “discovery” of New Zealand other Europeans began to 
visit “the new land.” The navigators were followed by whalers, sealers and 
traders. Contact with the traders brought change to Maori society. Guns 
become another element in Maori warfare. Some tribes were virtually 
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exterminated in the musket wars of the early nineteenth century. 
Missionaries entered the world of the Maori in 1814. Before 1840 there 
were three missionary groups; the Anglicans, the Wesleyans and the 
Roman Catholics. All of them mirrored the societies from which they came. 
Their perception of “savages” who had not yet heard of God offered the 
potential for reform. In their minds Europeans were “civilised” and Maori 
were savages who according to evangelical and moral imperative needed 
to be “saved.” They found some Maori cultural expressions (for example 
Maori mythology, their war dances and chants) abhorrent, something that 
was mostly described by epithets such as “diabolical”, “demoniacal” and 
“evil.” Mission stations mushroomed all around New Zealand, schools 
were established and “the mission Maoris were taught to read and write 
as well to cultivate the land” (Salmond, 21). In 1838 the New Zealand Land 
Company was constituted in England. The numbers of Europeans living 
permanently in New Zealand increased. According to Metge between 1830 
and 1838 that number arose from 150 to over 2,000 (40). In 1840 the 
Treaty of Waitangi was signed by Lieutenant Governor William Hobson on 
behalf of the British government and by a number of Maori leaders. It gave 
to the Crown alone the right to acquire land from Maori. The Treaty was 
later passed around the country for further signatures. After the Treaty the 
land sale system began. British settlers saw unoccupied land as “waste 
land”. But what appeared to them as “waste” or “empty” land was a land 
owned by Maori tribes. For Maori there was no “waste land” in “the sense 
of land which no one owned.” Joseph Somes, the Governor of the New 
Zealand Company expressed his view of the “land rights” in a letter to Lord 
Stanley: 

 
[In] those vast regions, which the early discoverers found 
occupied by scanty tribes of savages […] people […] had no idea of 
property in land according to our notions. Particular tribes 
claimed a right to exclude others from making use of their lands in 
their neighbourhood; and may be said to have possessed such 
right, as long as force or fraud gave them the power of checking 
intrusion. But of any individual rights in the soil […] these people 
had no notion. The law of England rightly held that they could be 
held as possessing rights, of which they had not even formed a 
conception to themselves. What rights they enjoyed and used, the 
law acknowledged […] But whatever was unoccupied, was held to 
be unappropriated; and to this the Crown asserted its right. This is 
the foundation of the rights of the Crown to the waste lands of its 
colonies (Somes quoted in Ballara, 34). 
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In 1865 the Native Land Court was established. Sales under the ten-owner 
system and individualised titles to land were introduced. Belich argues that 
the Native Land Court was designed to “destroy Maori communal land 
tenure and so both facilitate Pakeha land buying and ‘detribalise’ Maori” 
(258). Some Maori chiefs sold off land without consulting their people. 
Some of them were persuaded or forced to sell. By that time the basis of 
Maori society had changed. In 1857 some Maori tribes in the North Island 
elected a Maori King. Soon after the King Movment was established, war 
between Maori and Pakeha started in Taranaki. After the wars, European 
settlers moved more into the interior of the North Island, protected by the 
military settlers and the police (Belich 1996).  

In 1867 the Maori were given four seats in Parliament and Native 
Schools (in English language) were established. The population balance 
had changed sharply in favour of Europeans during the wars of the sixties 
and by 1880 Pakehas predominated even in the North Island, where the 
Maori population was chiefly concentrated (Ballara, 72). By the turn of the 
century the Maori population had reached its lowest level. According to 
Belich the Maori population declined from “about 60,000 in 1858 to about 
48,000 in 1874, and then to a nadir of about 42,000 in 1896, after which a 
steady rise began” (Belich, 249). This decline was the result of diseases 
(influenza, smallpox, whooping cough, measles, sexually transmitted 
diseases etc.), which were often fatal due to Maori having no immunity to 
these new diseases, considerably changed living conditions or standards, 
and political oppression (Ballara, 257). King argues that New Zealanders at 
that time “were in no sense the ‘one people’ (‘he iwi tahi tatou’) that 
Governer Hobson had proclaimed them to be at the signing of the Treaty 
of Waitangi in 1840” (285). Because of the decline in Maori population 
some Europeans believed that the Maori race was a dying race. It was 
about 1880s that Maori were entering paid employment, mainly as 
unskilled labourers. New economic opportunities caused migrations. Some 
Maori families established their own farms, but some of them travelled 
away from home to take wage employment. Sometimes whole families or 
hapu specialised in specific jobs and worked as seasonal labour, namely as 
goldminers, gumdiggers or on government roads and other public projects. 
Maori from many different areas travelled north, to work as gumdiggers, 
“staying there for months, sometimes years, in makeshift, temporary 
villages in order to earn a little money” (Ballara, 254). 

Kauri gum is the fossilised resin of the massive kauri trees that 
once formed vast forests over the northern half of the North Island of New 
Zealand. In 1805, Europeans realised the commercial possibilities of kauri 
gum. In 1815 traders started to ship kauri gum to Australia, Britain and 
America but, as Smith has put it, they “asserted that they did not known 
(nor particularly cared) for what purpose the commodity was desired” 
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(Hingley 1979). By the 1840s, it was known that kauri gum could be used 
for oil varnishes and a kind of “gum-rush” started in Northland. In those 
early years gum was easily found on or near the surface. As the surface 
gum became worked out, gumdiggers began to dig for it. Usually, the 
diggers used a gum spear to probe the ground and locate the gum. Firth 
points out that “for approximately the first twenty years […] [gumdigging] 
was restricted almost solely to the Maoris, and the Europeans regarded it 
as an employment worthy only of natives” (15). Even though Maori 
worked hard on the gumfields they were seen by Europeans as lazy.  

By the end of the nineteenth century, the reputation of kauri gum 
was well established in the American and British markets and European 
immigrants were joining the Maori people in collecting gum. Gumfields 
attracted individuals from all around the world. Gumdiggers as a class 
were not respected in New Zealand. As Marshall points out  

 
gumdigging was attractive to the misfit, the nonconformist, the 
recluse, the misogynist, the shiftless – in short to all those people 
most likely to arouse suspicion in a colonial society where the 
ethos of ruling groups placed high value on conformity, abstinence, 
industry, the stable family, and so forth. (1968: ii) 

 
Any person who moved to the gumfields was held in general contempt and 
considered to have slipped to the bottom of the economic and social 
ladder. It was believed that the fields attracted the wild, the rowdy and the 
reckless. According to Mackay gumdiggers were “landless Maori men and 
women; transient, hard-living European men; dirt-poor migrants; and 
steady men, down on their luck in the long depression of the late 
nineteenth-century” (4). The expressions “He is a just a gumdigger” and 
“vagabond occupation” were common. Drunkenness amongst gumdiggers 
was common and it was harshly criticised in many colonial newspapers: 

 
It is sad thing, and a great waste of human power, to see men 
toiling and labouring hard from daylight until far into the night for 
perhaps a month for the sake of three days or four days "spree,” 
and so on, “da capo”; then delirium tremens two or three times, 
and the wretch dies as miserably as he has lived – unwept and 
unpitied (Weekly News, 29 May, 1869 p.9 B). 
 
The culture of the gumdiggers’ world was an exclusively male. In A 

Man’s Country’ Phillips (1987) portrays the world of the frontiers and 
specific male culture that was developed in New Zealand in the nineteenth 
and at the turn of twentieth century. It originates from Victorian Britain 
village society’s division of labour in which the men carried out the jobs 
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demanding great physical strength while women were occupied with 
domestic drudgery. Therefore the role of colonisation, of taming the 
distant wilderness was usually considered as man’s mission. Thus the 
image of the ideal coloniser is shaped in the rural past of Victorian Britain: 
“the strong and the bold who go forth to subdue the wilderness and 
conquer new lands” (Phillips, 5). Being on the frontier of a new and strange 
environment men developed male culture: an appreciation of strenuous 
physical labour (where “loafers” and swaggers present the hated, and 
sometimes ridiculed opposite); mateship or comradeship as the mode of 
life; course language and swearing that could confuse “the new chum,” 
outlets in the drunken spree as compensation for oppressive loneliness, 
contempt of women and suppression of “womanish nature.” Gumdiggers, 
like goldminers, whalers, bush workers and other itinerary workers were 
included in the same type of male culture. 

By 1900 more than 3,000 Croatians had settled on New Zealand 
gumfields. Most of the immigrants were men, and they came from only a 
few villages on several islands and from an area along the Central and 
Southern Dalmatian coastline, especially between Makarska and the 
Peljesac peninsula (Zivogosce, Drasnice, Drvenik, Podgora, Tucepi) from 
the offshore islands of Brac (Nerezisca, Selca, Blaca), Hvar (Sucuraj, Gdinj, 
Bogomolje) and Korcula (Zrnovo, Pupnat, Blato) and from the coastal 
hinterland with its centres Vrgorac and Imotski (Stoffel 1994). According to 
Stoffel the main reason for emigration from Croatia was poverty. It is 
important to stress that the political situation in Croatia at that time 
created poor economic conditions. Suppressed by Austrians and 
Hungarians, even in the 1900s many Croatians lived under a remnant of 
the old feudal system. The peasants were exploited financially with heavy 
taxes, monopolies on trade routes, and politically with discriminatory 
treatment and strict conscription terms. The Habsburgs contumeliously 
referred to their Slavic subjects as Volkersplitter “ethnic fragments.” They 
were second class people with few rights and little hope of achieving any. 
It is not surprising that under those conditions people wanted to find a 
“better life” and “justice.” 

Croatians came to New Zealand during hard times, during an 
economic depression that lasted all through the 1880s and into the next 
decade. On gumfields Croatians lived and worked in groups. At the 
beginning they were presented as hardy, sober, industrious and law 
abiding people. They had a greater impact on the gumfields than any other 
group. According to Mitcalfe,  

 
they were innovative and efficient, able to work systematically 
down through two or three levels of former forest, sometimes as 
deep as eight to ten metres, taking all the gum, even the chips. 
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They invented sluices, gum-washing machines and new types of 
sieves. (Mitcalfe, 77) 
 

But soon their efficiency was seen as a problem. In 1898 there was some 
fear that the “invasion of Croatians” would seriously affect the economic 
growth of the young British colony. They were blamed for everything, and 
even the dropping of prices was seen as a result of cheating by Croatians 
who offered a large quantity of gum on the market. In 1898 the Kauri 
Industry Bill was passed to reduce the number of Croatians in the 
gumfields. Premier R.J. Seddon, speaking in Parliament described them as 
“locust-like.” Large areas of Crown land were reserved just for “the digger 
of British extraction” (Firth, 9). In 1908 and 1910 other restrictive laws 
against Croatians, “aliens” on the gumfields, were passed, protecting 
interests of the British gumdiggers. Croatians were described in daily 
newspapers of the time as the “greatest pest,” “like locusts,” “herd of 
sheep,” “squareheads,” a “horde of barbarians,” “white Chinamen,” etc. 
Croatians gumdiggers who found themselves isolated, surrounded by 
unsympathetic and even hostile people discovered that social contact was 
easier with the Maori than with the Anglo- Saxon diggers. Mixed social 
gatherings between Maoris and Croatians became common and there 
were many intermarriages. Maori called Croatians Tarara, and some even 
claimed that the new tribe emerged, Tarara tribe. 

To summarize, we can say that at the end of the nineteenth 
century, the New Zealand government sought to create the positive 
identity of the farmer as settler, against those who were seen as 
sojourners. And gumdiggers were archetypally sojourners. Their “roaming” 
way of life concerned many members of the elite in New Zealand, 
including members of Parliament. And so, they became an observed 
population that, together with their observers and the means of their 
observation, created specific tensions based on colonial discursive 
practices. Maori on the gumfields were under special surveillance. 
Although they had to work very hard, gumdigging was represented as an 
“easy choice” and consequently was seen as evidence that Maori were lazy 
and lacked industrious habits. These new truisms, in turn, justified the 
taking of Maori land: “land should shift from ‘unproductive’ Maori to 
productive ‘Pakeha’ possession” (Koning and Oliver 1993: 15). 

Croatians on the gumfields were under surveillance, too. At that 
time, they worked in groups and were very productive. British gumdiggers, 
also drawn into the relation of the settler/sojourner frontier, created a 
new differentiation by reference to Croats on the gumfields who came to 
be seen as a “danger” for “legitimate” British gumdiggers. As “aliens” or 
“dangerous aliens” they found themselves with Maori, in the midst of a 
created site of observation, their normality and suitability to be 
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incorporated into the colonial society under judgement. This normalising 
technology of the power of social quarantine on the gumfields originated 
from a binary divide that characterised every colonial society – “us” and 
“them.” Accusing the other of being “dirty,” “lazy” or “immoral” always 
implies the opposite, we are “clean,” “industrious,” “moral.” As Hardt and 
Negri argue, the logic of binary division between “us” and “them” is always 
connected with the way “our” identity is constructed (127). The negative 
construction of the Other – they cannot control themselves, they do not 
understand the values of the civilised world, they are dirty – functions as 
an absolute negation, and, precisely because the difference of the Other is 
represented as absolute, it can be inverted to become the foundation of 
“the Self”: 

 
What first appears strange, foreign, distant thus turns out to be 
very close and intimate. Knowing, seeing and even touching the 
colonised is essential […]. The intimate struggle with the 
[colonised], feeling the sweat on its skin, smelling its odor, defines 
the vitality of the master. This intimacy, however, in no way blurs 
the division between two identities in struggle, but only makes 
more important that the boundaries and the purity of the 
identities be policed […]. What first appeared as a simple logic of 
exclusion, then turns out to be a negative dialectic of recognition. 
The coloniser does not produce the colonised as negation, but, 
through a dialectical twist, that negative colonised identity is 
negated in turn to found the positive coloniser Self. (Hardt and 
Negri 127-128) 

 
But this division in the social based on the difference between “us” 

and “them” never “breaks down neatly into an absolute binary between 
pure opposing forces”. Reality always produces proliferating multiplicities. 
In this context of multiplicities we can read the stereotypes applied to 
Maori and Croats together – “Maori laziness” or “Croatian overindustrious 
habits” – each of these representations in its own way recognising the 
difference of the Other as a “threat” but, as Žižek puts it, the threat is 
internal, not external, hence we can say that “the Other is the Other in my 
interior” (201). The overriding binary opposition created the situation 
where it seemed “natural” to blame Maori and Croats, Others, for the 
misfortunes that colonisers were facing within the new colony. In other 
words, stories about Maori “laziness” or Croatian “animality” facilitated 
the colonisers’ sense of strong identity and cultural homogeneity.  

On the gumfields both Maori and Croats were stigmatised. This 
stigmatisation excluded them from the dominant culture and constituted 
the common terrain for their relationship.  
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Gumfields as Sites of Memory 
 
During the 1950s, as gumdigging became less attractive, as prices 

slumped and new technologies rendered gum obsolete, the gumfields as a 
productive locale ceased to exist and the gumdigging way of life slowly 
shifted to museums and became part of New Zealand history. 
Remembering the past is crucial for our sense of collective identity, argues 
Lowenthal (197-213), hence collective memories are often embodied in 
books, museums, archives, cemeteries, monuments, anniversaries and so 
on. Nora calls these remnants of the past “sites of memory” (1996). 
Through these sites, society materialises its memory, but this 
materialisation or externalisation of memory is always partial given that 
the very materialisation of memory conceals something that should be 
suppressed or forgotten. In other words, there is no “pure,” “clean” site of 
memory which does not suppress some other memories, some other 
stories.  

In the case of Maori and Croatian relationships on the gumfields, 
and for the purpose of this paper, I chose five sites of memory, four 
museums and one memorial that each in its own way tells and retells the 
story of kauri gumdigging: Matakohe Kauri Museum, the Jurlina museum, 
Yelash gumfield museum, the Museum of New Zealand – Te Papa, and 
Tarara monument.  

Matakohe Kauri Museum was built in 1962, when the policy of 
assimilation was very strong in New Zealand. It was built as a memorial to 
the district’s pioneers and (re)presents gumdigging as a part of the “heroic 
pioneering past” of British gumdiggers. The memory that is repressed is 
that gumdiggers as a class were not respected at all. The expressions “He is 
a just a gumdigger” and “vagabond occupation” were common in earlier 
times. The representation of Maori and Croatians who lived and worked in 
the region at that time, is limited to photographic collections in Matakohe. 
Their labels clearly present social relations of power constructed in colonial 
New Zealand (for example one photo is labelled: Allan McPherson, 
Dalmatian gumdiggers and Maori assistants). So, under the new master 
signifier, the policy of assimilation, this exhibition offered a singular vision 
of a highly romanticised past (New Zealand as a “working paradise” for 
British diggers), utilising different elements to tell its story, clearly 
displacing the memory of the past in order to paint a new picture of New 
Zealanders as “one happy nation,” who worked very hard in order to build 
New Zealand. 

The Jurlina museum is a private family museum, a former 
gumstore. It tells the story of Croatian gumdiggers. Even though its interior 
looks like a frozen past –  the ledger books with numerous accounts and 
names of Croatian diggers, a few books written in Croatian, different 
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gumdigging tools and glimmering pieces of kauri gum – the narratives 
which frame these objects are not frozen, they are in constant interplay 
with dominant discourses, creating memories of one particular marginal 
group in terms of their achievements and the establishment of the 
community (see Božić-Vrbančić 2008).  

Yelash Gumfield museum, located on the top of Ahipara Hill, one 
of the last gumfields in New Zealand, extends its notion of a museum 
towards the landscape which surrounds it – deserted gumfields. So, not 
only the old gumdigging shack, but also the deserted land where once 
thousands of diggers worked has become a museum. The museum, sited 
partly on Maori land, is dedicated to Maori and Croatians, its narrative 
completely framed by resistance to British oppression.  

In the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, which opened 
in 1998 Maori culture is represented as tangata whenua – the indigenous 
culture of New Zealand, and Pakeha culture is defined as tangata tiriti – 
cultural identity developed by new settlers through their relationship with 
the land. The cultures of non-British minority groups are seen as a part of 
the multicultural heritages of new settlers. All together, these cultures 
make something new, a unique identity of New Zealand encapsulated in 
the slogan: “One nation, Two peoples, Many cultures.” So, even though 
the presence of different minority groups is acknowledged, the main 
emphasis is put on the connection between British migrants’ cultures with 
indigenous cultures (different Maori tribes), in the New Zealand context 
producing something unique in the world. Non-British migrants, with their 
different ethnic customs, are represented as enriching New Zealand 
society merely with their presence in New Zealand. Croatians were seen as 
one of the groups that enriched New Zealand society by working on the 
gumfields and later developing the wine industry. Those different forms of 
racism they experienced on the gumfields as well as their relationships 
with Maori are not mentioned at all. The past is remembered in a new way 
which ignores these “unpleasant” intrusions, presenting New Zealand 
social space as a harmonious coexistence of different groups of people.  

In short, each museum presents the past, namely the gumdigging 
era, in a different way. Matakohe Kauri Museum’s politics of display stress 
the role of gumdigging in the pioneering days by including it in the official 
history (the dominant discourse). The Jurlina family’s gumstore museum 
strives to tell the story of the achievements of Croatian gumdiggers 
underlining the linear progress of the community, the Yelash Gumfield 
museum connects the gumdigging industry with the wider issues of 
colonization and positions of Maori in New Zealand, and the Museum of 
New Zealand, Te Papa, celebrates cultural difference of contemporary New 
Zealand where gumdigging story is represented as a story of peaceful 
coexistence of different groups of people. So, different discourses shape 
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the politics of display in these museums and, certainly, visiting the past is 
not possible just through the one entrance. In short, all of these museums 
are sites of ongoing conflicts and negotiation of identities. A parallel 
reading of these sites shows that in between these sites, there seems to be 
a space where all of these kauri gum stories are entangled, with motives 
that are embedded in social reality. Hence these stories reflect processes 
of differentiation and power relations in the social. Their meanings are 
constructed retroactively, the past they strive to embody is always 
presented in the form of tradition, but the meaning of tradition changes 
constantly with the political transformations of the social. As Žižek puts it, 
“every historical rupture, every advent of a new master signifier, changes 
retroactively the meaning of all tradition, restructures the narration of the 
past, makes it readable in another, new way” (56).  

In a way the new master signifier “biculturalism,” new dominant 
discourses that celebrate the peaceful co-existence of different groups of 
people also reflect on the ways Maori and Croatians represent and 
celebrate their difference in contemporary New Zealand. The celebration 
of Tarara day, organised by Maori and Croats, serves as an illustration of 
this argument. Just few months after Te Papa was opened, Maori-Croatian 
descendants built a monument in Auckland to commemorate the close 
bonds established between these two peoples. Built in Henderson by the 
Waipareira Trust and the Croatian Cultural Society in Auckland, the 
monument celebrates multiculturalism on the margins. The celebration of 
the reunion parallels Te Papa’s representation of different customs and 
cultures in New Zealand, emphasising their contribution to the cultural 
richness of New Zealand society. The dominant discourse of biculturalism 
that prescribes the celebration of hybridity and the coexistence of many 
different cultures shapes this “provincial festivity.” Thus the collective 
memory of Maori-Croatian descendants is re-designed in this new context. 
The past is romanticised and statements like “we are similar cultures,” “we 
are genetically compatible,” “we laugh and cry in the same way,” “the 
Maori-Tarara mix is the best mix you can imagine,” “we intermarried 
because we had a preference for each other,” hide the traumatic 
experiences of the past when both groups were stigmatised on the 
gumfields. My point is not that Maori and Croatian cultures are totally 
subjugated or that they do not exercise any influence on the creation of a 
dominant bicultural discourse of tolerance and celebration of diversity. On 
the contrary, bicultural policies are partly a response to ongoing Maori 
resistance, protests and the fight for justice. But I would stress that 
subordinate cultures are not always, as it is very often presumed, in open 
conflict with the dominant culture (see Brah 2000). Even though they are 
on the margins, Croatian-Maori are not excluded from the marketing 
whirlpool and very often they present their identity in line with the new 
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politics of consumerism, as if, if we cannot sell our identity, it does not 
exist. 

The Tarara Day celebration centred on food and folkloric 
performances. In one way we can say that contemporary Maori and 
Croatians were “selling” their ethnicity as a “spice or taste that can be 
consumed” (Ahmed, 2000; on eating and racism see Tompkins 2012). 
Ahmed stresses that cultural differences have become more and more part 
of consumerism in the contemporary, post-modern world; both the 
dominant and dominated are entangled in the celebration of diversity by 
offering or consuming those who are defined as culturally different 
(Ahmed, 2000). However, as Ahmed states, we need to remember that this 
consumerism of ethnic differences originates in power relations in the 
social. Indeed, the way difference is constituted within the interstices of 
socio-political and economic relations can be encapsulated by the 
processes of consuming, eating and digesting “ethnic food” as described by 
bell hooks, or, as Derrida notices, the whole problem of subjectivity as a 
central problem of the Western metaphysics could be outlined through the 
process of “eating.” But my point here is that no-one can eat guilt, no-one 
can consume and digest the trauma of the past.  

 
Conclusion 
 
In this paper I have tried to trace transformations in the 

representation of the identities of Maori and Croats on gumfields in 
relation to changing cultural, political and economic regulations, from 
colonial times to the multicultural New Zealand of the present. Laclau 
argues that identifications could be seen as failures of identity, and, given 
that totality always excludes something, neither individual nor collective 
identities can reach a stable point of a total completeness. Nevertheless, 
each society functions in such a way as to imply it were possible to reach 
this fullness. In Laclau’s words, “although the fullness and universality of 
society is unachievable, its need does not disappear: it will always show 
itself through the presence of its absence” (1996, 53). 

I would like to finish this conclusion in the same way as I opened 
this paper, with Hall’s question “Who needs Identity”? My answer is short 
and simple – Everyone!, since the question of identity and past the past 
that relates to it is always a matter of considerable political and cultural 
significance, it opens issues of power relations, belonging as well as of 
being and becoming. 
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PRIJEPORNA MJESTA SJEĆANJA: TARARE U NOVOM ZELANDU 
 
 Mjesta sjećanja o Tararama u Novom Zelandu i njihova međusobna 
povezanost Maori i Hrvati u Novom Zelandu su radili zajedno na 
kopalištima kauri smole od 1880-ih do kraja te industrije početkom 1950-
ih. Na kopalištima su obje grupe doživjele stigmatizaciju, svaka na svoj 
način i iz drugih razloga. Na određeni način ta stigmatizacija je omogućila 
temelj za stvaranje nove zajednice, maorsko-hrvatske zajednice koja je bila 
obilježena velikim brojem međusobnih vjenjčanja. Rad propituje mjesta 
sjećanja i različite načine na koje je priča o maorsko-hrvatskim vezama na 
kopalištima smole predstavljena. Mjesta sjećanja su područja kulturnog 
pregovaranja kroz koja različite priče pokušavaju izboriti svoje mijesto u 
povijesti. 
 
 Ključne riječi: mjesta sjećanja, Tarara, Novi Zeland. 
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Abstract: Environmental activism and preservation of the land, acknowledgement 

of our shared responsibilities to the planet, to unci maka, to Mother Earth, to our 

home; these are obligations of love we as human beings embrace with devoted 

regularity. But what happens when we look at stories that might destroy the world 

entirely, might remold, reshape, reclaim and remake (or perhaps even “rename” in 

a restorative move) our histories and homes? What is the reception for works that 

defy the expectations of devotion to the environment in Native American literature 

one genre at a time? That address historic erasure by reshaping the future? 

This paper will examine some of Stephen Graham Jones’s prolific works, including 

Sterling City, “How Billy Hanson Destroyed the Earth, and Everyone on It,” as 

well as Chapter Six, all published in a variety of platforms and collections. In each 

instance, the worlds as home and future history described are decidedly reclaimed, 

perhaps for good reasons, and perhaps for not so good reasons. The worlds offered 

to choose from, however, are ones that will likely give you nightmares, or at least 

pause, even in the daylight. 

 

Keywords: American Indians, Stephen Graham Jones, Blackfeet, Fiction, Science-

Fiction, Apocalypse und Post-Apocalypse, Zombies, Settlers, America. 

 
 
 Environmental activism and preservation of the land, 
acknowledgement of our shared responsibilities to the planet, to unci 
maka, to Grandmother Earth; to our home; these are obligations of love 
we as human beings embrace with devoted regularity. But what happens 
when we look at stories that might destroy the world entirely, might 
remold, reshape and remake (or perhaps even “rename” in a restorative 
move) our environment and living spaces? What is the reception for works 
that defy the expectations of devotion to the environment in Native 
American literature one genre at a time? That address historic erasure by 
reshaping the future? 

This paper will examine some of Stephen Graham Jones’s prolific 
human, alien, posthuman, pre- and post-apocalyptic works, including 
Sterling City, “How Billy Hanson Destroyed the Earth, and Everyone on It,” 
as well as Chapter Six, all published in a variety of platforms and 
collections. I will assume a level of familiarity with Jones’s work, but 
briefly, the works deal with pre- and post-apocalyptic landscapes; Sterling 
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City with an exploded moon of Mars, “Billy Hanson” with a visit from the 
void of deep space, and Chapter Six with zombie hordes (herds?)1 in New 
England.2 As I put them in play with each other for this essay, I was 
surprised to note that all three contain representatives from academe; 
that is likely an added bonus for many in this audience.3 In each instance, 
the senses of home described are decidedly changed, perhaps for good 
reasons, and perhaps for not so good reasons. Ultimately, the reader 
elects a view, but the worlds offered to choose from are ones that will 
likely give you nightmares, or at least pause, even in the daylight. 

Why then would Jones create these seemingly unethical (or 
perhaps ethics-free) landscapes? After all, in 2003’s The Bird is Gone: A 
Manifesto, his is the Native genius that returned land to Indian people 
through, though what on the surface might seem as outlandish a move as 
possible, is likely the only way we’ll ever see an additional square acre 
come our way; US Congressional inattentiveness/oversight. I could spend a 
paragraph or two of your valuable time trying to unwind Jones’s singular 
slickness for you, but you can get right to it here:  

 
Conservation Act—n., Hist. the accidental solution to the ‘Indian 
Problem’ (under pressure from Keep America Beautiful, the 
American Congress signed into law an aggressive bill requiring ‘the 
restoration of all indigenous flora and fauna to the Great Plains.’ As 
wildlife biologists soon pointed out, though, for a disturbance-
dependent landscape to regain anything approaching self-
sufficiency—to say nothing of momentum—the reintroduced grass 
(buchloë dactyloides) needed buffalo (bison bison) to ‘disturb’ it, 
and, just as the prairie dog (cynomys ludovicianus) needed the 
disturbance of the blackfooted ferret (mustela nigripes), so did the 
burgeoning herds of reintroduced buffalo need the INDIAN (canis 
latrans)) (Bird 164). 

 
Bouteloa dactyloides is Buffalo Grass, and then again according to 

some, so is buchloe dactyloides, hmmm. Either works. You decide. Bison 

                                                 
1
 “’Do horde and herd share a root?’ Crain asked.” (Kindle locations 24-25). 

2
 For Jones’s take on hordes, herds, humans, and zombies, here he is, full of sweet tea and 

Sixlets®, laying it all down with an episode called “Zombies in Ten Minutes” over on 
YouTube: <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6aIBenBs-gM> 
3
 Of course, though, Jones’s typical characters are working class, working poor. Here he 

offhandedly reminds us who will bear witness, who will be the first affected in any 
apocalypse: “Far to the east, then, what was causing the ripple: one of the big chunks of the 
moon was tearing down, dragging fire. It would hit Dallas, maybe. Little Rock. Jacksonville. 
Some empty part of I-20, a trucker pulling his wheel away like that could possibly be 
enough.” Sterling City, Kindle location 1209. 
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bison, cynomys ludovicianus, mustela nigripes. Those all check out. And 
canis latrans? Well, yeah. That’s a coyote. Or an “INDIAN.” Your pick. 

Questions this paper hopes to answer continue. Does Jones 
pervert, invert, or expand the fluidity of genre to say new things about 
land, home, and worldscapes? Is Jones’s use of genre transportive and 
transformative enough to describe old lands as new worlds—worlds 
better, but likely worlds worse? Or do we hope somehow that his 
indigeneity, his Blackfeet-ness will somehow redeem these stories as 
ethical? Let’s have a look.  

In Jones’s Sterling City (It’s a real place—deep in the heart of 
Texas, as they say. A quick look at the town wiki and other sources tells us, 
“The population was 1,081 at the 2000 census, but had dropped to 982 by 
2009.” I just checked the town website today, though, and see that it was 
down to 888 by 2010. Who knows what the 2020 Census may bring…), we 
have Mars’ twin moons, Phobos and Deimos, staring down at us humans, 
asking how we could be so… horrible. And what of those two moons 
balefully gazing upon pitiful humans of earth? Why them? Let’s consider 
what they’re named and how that might affect our story. 

From Classical Greek mythology, we know that Phobos is Fear (and 
occasionally Terror)4 and Deimos is Panic (or Horror, every now and again). 
And though likely easy to do, Phobos and Deimos are not to be confused in 
any way with the hilarious, bootlicking Disney® devils Pain and Panic from 
their 1997 film Hercules (of course you know I would love to insert some 
images here, just as you of course know how impossibly expensive it would 
be to get the rights from Uncle Walt & Co., so you’ll have to use your 
imagination to envision them saying things when summoned by their boss 
Hades like, “Coming, your Most Lugubriousness,” and “Oh. Sorry. I can 
handle it.”).5 Rather than animated and caricatured versions of Matt 
Frewer and Bobcat Goldthwait, they look like these images from the village 
of Halicarnassus, courtesy of the British Museum: 

 

                                                 
4
 Sterling City’s Doby gives us the willies with his last sentence here when he says: “It means 

‘fear,’ that moon, or whatever. Phobos. Phobia. Stace studied it in English. If it’s even a 
moon in the first place, I mean.”  Kindle locations 296-297.  
5
 Or you could just go here, if you’d like: 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1mfpiA1bymw> 
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 6 
 
And the moons themselves? Well, they’re mostly unremarkable, 

except for their shapes. If they were moons of Earth, well, let’s just say our 
art, music, and iconography around La Bella Luna would be a whole lot 
different (and… blobbier): 

                                                 
6
 Images of Phobos and Deimos © Trustees of the British Museum 
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7 
 
It is worth noting that there are only two named features on 

Deimos. They are both craters, deep depressions on the surface of the 
oddly shaped moon given — of course —writer’s names. One is Voltaire 
(that great attacker of decrepit institutions); the other (increasing the 
likelihood of the asteroid’s baleful stare) is named for the grim dean 
himself—Jonathan Swift.  

Upon reflection, it’s possible our twin critics do look like Phobos 
and Deimos—it seems a plausible enough reason for the craters being 
named thusly. Let’s observe… No. No they don’t. The portraits available 
describe an amiable, even affable Voltaire. For all his wicked words, he 
seems pretty happy for a writertype,  

                                                 
7
 Images courtesy of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) 
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8 

though pre-bewigged Swift does not disappoint:  
 

.9 
 
Perhaps the “blunt nose” of the “eight-pound probe” (Kindle 

Location 36) that shattered the face of Phobos found its thinnest skin in 
the bottom of one of those craters; in any instance, Sterling City opens 
with quiet apocalypse: “The night Zoe left, it rained fire.”10 Jones situates 
that resultant flaming cosmic deluge near a description of the offending 
Martian probe (a probe of assumed American origin): “The pictures of it 
looked cartoonish to Lee, like the footage of the rounded-off A-bombs that 
had floated down onto Hiroshima and Nagasaki.”11 The horrifically 
destructive power of those atomic bombs, and the devastating toll on the 
earth in the extraction of the materials required to make them, is well 
known to Native people; estimates vary, but up to half of the “U.S.” supply 
of uranium is located on or near Indian reservations.12 The omnicidal 
maniacs who built those first bombs sited themselves with no sense of 
irony whatsoever in an area surrounded by lands stolen from Native 

                                                 
8
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/c2/D%27après_Maurice_Quentin_de_

La_Tour%2C_Portrait_de_Voltaire%2C_détail_du_visage_%28château_de_Ferney%29.jpg 
9
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Jonathan_Swift_At_Trinity_College.jpg 

10
 Sterling City Location 29 

11
  Ibid. Locations 36-37. 

12
 K. Frantz, ‘The Role of Mining on Indian Reservations in the USA.’ 
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people, and tested them at a future American mecca they named “Trinity” 
(ref. John Donne, or Christianity, for more on that one) near the Mescalero 
Apache reservation, situated in an area known as the Jornada del Muerto, 
or “Day’s Journey of the Dead,” named for the time it took, as well as one’s 
potential fate in crossing “sixty miles of desert, very little water, and 
numerous hostile Apaches.”13 

 

14 
 
This then is the exposed sinew of the American/Canadian/ 

Australian/New Zealand/South African settler story, the taut thread that 
runs throughout settler stories across the globe—the dread, the unease, 
and the ultimate realization that the invader holds no true connection to 
place, to the colonized space. How better to overcompensate than to 
situate engines of destruction in those most uncanny, unheimlich, 
unknown spaces. And while Broadbent tells us that Otto proclaimed 
“ungeheuer (used interchangeably with unheimlich) is the closest German 
rendering of the Greek word deimos,” we would do well when thinking of 
settlers to consider the literal translation of unheimlich—“unhomely,” or 
“homeless” (106). The stories we’ll examine show the folly of settler 
worldscape transformation, of avoiding the truth of the first people’s 
relationship to the land. As the child conquers his or her fear of the dark, 
so does the settler stare into the abyss of the stolen landscape and 
contemplates it’s refashioning, it’s renaming, repurposing, and remeaning. 
Occasionally, though, that void returns the gaze. These are some of the 
tales Jones tells. 
 

                                                 
13

 G. Walker. n.p. ‘Trinity Atomic Web Site.’ <https://www.abomb1.org>. (Accessed April 
30, 2015.) 
14

 Atomic Age Mecca—’Trinity Site Obelisk National Historic Landmark’ by Samat Jain - 
Flickr: Trinity Site Obelisk National Historic Landmark. Licensed under Public Domain via 
Wikimedia Commons - 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Trinity_Site_Obelisk_National_Historic_Landmark.
jpg 
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 Coming Home 
 
 Moving from Sterling City’s (and though not examined here, 
Jones’s 2010 It Came from Del Rio makes a nice pairing with Sterling City in 
what could be the start of a “Better Evolution Through Radiation” series) 
firestorm introduction we catch up with one of the main characters, 
cotton-farming Lee. He’s upset because caterpillars have overrun his fields 
and property. It’s crucial to note though, that it’s not the presence of the 
caterpillars, rather it’s their inactivity, in his human eyes, that he finds 
problematic:  
 

Lately, you couldn’t even drive on blacktop anymore without 
crunching caterpillars. It was a game to Lee. Not because they 
messed with the cotton much—they didn’t—but because they 
didn’t eat boll weevils, like he thought they should. (Kindle 
Locations 100-102) 

 
He reminisces about learning the proper form for stepping on those 
caterpillars back in school and shooting their guts on his female 
classmates, but then is stopped short when he goes to check on his 
farmhand, Doby. “It had made him smile, then. He wasn’t smiling now” 
(Kindle Location 105). The two-foot long specimen of the red and black 
bristly-haired caterpillar  
 

 15 
 
he encounters has Doby petrified and near tears. “Lee took an involuntary 
step back. The caterpillar seemed to watch him take it. It made him feel 
weak in the bowels, made him wish he were standing on the hood of the 
tractor too” (Kindle Locations 111-113). And if the caterpillar is uncanny, a 
traveler from the void, from space, from the abyss, then Lee may in fact be 

                                                 
15

 Like this little guy, but huge. “Salad Science,” n.p. 
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staring into the face of God, ruler of the void, who here stares back, and 
watches. This sentience, this canny being seems to be… unhappy. Perhaps 
it knows of the farmer’s previous transgressions, and though the farmer’s 
estranged wife “liked how those shiny leaves would be tilted over just the 
same, facing the same direction, waiting for day—confident that it was 
coming” (Kindle Location 1060),  
 

The one thing Lee had never thought to use against her, even 
towards the end, when things were going from bad to worse, was 
that that sheen on the leaves in the morning was the oily residue 
of pesticide. That, when he drove into the field, he had to go slow 
to keep from running over all the poisoned burrow owls that were 
dying anyway’ (Kindle Locations 1061-1063).  

 
 Lee seems… unfazed, if slightly confused. He continues to talk to 
Doby, telling the young farmhand that his wife Zoe has left him yet again, 
seemingly for the final time: “‘She walked',” Lee said, cutting him short. 
What he was getting at was that maybe this was her—his butterfly of a 
wife, going backwards, to her natural state—or maybe this had eaten her’ 
(Kindle Locations 117-119).  While Lee contemplates who or what he might 
be looking at, Doby has some thoughts of his own. Later, when 
conversation returns to the caterpillar (which has been growing and 
molting right along), Lee’s been thinking about probability and statistics: 
“Get enough caterpillars going one season, there’s bound to be a freak 
giant or two. Just numbers. And luck” (Kindle Locations 282-283). Doby 
offers his thoughts on Phobos: “'When it blew up or whatever,' Doby said, 
his voice flat enough that it was like he was reciting, 'there were like [...] x-
rays, or gamma rays, or something'” (Kindle Locations 290-291). Readers of 
The Incredible Hulk® know what that can mean. Doby hedges his bet, 
though. Adding to the warping, destructive powers of radiation, he throws 
in this bit of information to help make his argument: “'It snowed in one of 
those bible cities,' he said” (Kindle Location 294). Lee responds like most 
“grown-ups”: “You been watching too much television, kid” (Kindle 
Location 295). While television can represent a void in its own right, here 
we recognize what Jones is doing—deftly showing us the interiority of not 
fear, but dread, of how each generation thinks it’s the last, how 
apocalypse has been reserved for them, and how, when we root against 
the prob and stats characters, the voices of reason, we evince our desire 
for something big to happen in our lifetimes, if not for questionable 
reasons, perhaps at least for the sheer if guilty relief it might bring. 
 That deft use of the subtle character sketch continues when Jones 
has Lee take a different tack as he backs up his sentiments about television 
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being a waste—he appears to be a fan of another medium to get his 
news—while giving us some insight as to his sense of self: 
 

The show on the radio last night had been another idea about the 
leaky moon over Mars: because its orbit or whatever had been 
decaying, spiraling the moon in to the planet over thousands of 
years, some people were saying that that was design, that the 
moon had been inseminated with carbon and amino acids and 
RNA, so that when the moon crashed down to the surface, long 
after humans were gone, things could get started all over again 
(Kindle Locations 480-483).  

 
As a farmer, Lee would be more apt to see the hand of a cosmic planner, a 
possibly even benevolent cultivator in charge of an orderly universe (while 
also unable to see that hand in the body of a caterpillar, a farmer’s 
nuisance, giant-sized or not). Jones, though, isn’t going to let the reader off 
that easily:  
 

Another theory about the moon was that it was Hell, like from the 
Bible. That all that blackness that had spewed out from it was the 
largest prison break the solar system had ever seen. That now 
humanity was going to get what it deserved, for messing with 
things it should have left alone. (Kindle Locations 487-489) 

 
 Home Base 
 
 Things better left alone are not mentioned by name but seem to 
be at and to begin the heart of Chapter Six, Jones’s shorter offering on a 
future zombie apocalypse (see his excellent 2014 The Gospel of Z for a 
novel-length treatment). No cause is given for the mass of interstate 
shufflers, but the reader, likely well-versed in the various causes of zombie 
outbreaks/plagues/disasters is left to fill in her own blanks. To give you a 
sense of the setting (and why the outbreak in this area seems so… well-
deserved), I’ll turn to a story note Jones provided: 

 
I set the story there b/c of that trip I took to Dartmouth and Yale. I 
drove over to see a friend, Paul Tremblay. we ate, then he said get 
back on [...] I think it was 95 and that'll take me wherever I was 
going. so I did. but I guess I went the wrong way. called him 30-40 
minutes later, trying to explain what I was and wasn't seeing, and 
he set me right. so, for me that stretch of road is like magic or 
wrong or a black hole. seemed a good place for zombies. but, that 
bipedalism stuff, that's what I like to read about more than any 
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other single thing. this story's just like a casing for me to talk about 

it some.16          
 

 Ah, zombies in the Ivy League? Perfect. Even better, Jones gives us 
an immediate sense of a world gone, well, gone:  
 

They were eighty miles from campus, if miles still mattered.  
 
It had been Dr. Ormon’s idea.  
 
Dr. Ormon was Crain’s dissertation director. If dissertations still 
mattered.  
 
They probably didn’t.  
 
Zombies. Zombies were the main thing that mattered these days 
(Kindle Location 13).  

 
For the record, Crain’s thesis, dealing with the emergence of 

bipedalism in humans, “was that a lack of body hair, due to the forest’s 
retreat, meant that the mothers were having to carry their infants now, 
instead of letting them hang on. They had no choice but to stand up” 
(Kindle Locations 51-52). As professor and grad student continue that 
dance from the old world, the dance of suggest, and write, and revise, they 
each begin to (re)structure this new world, as Crain contemplates ‘a map 
of Paleo-America tacked on the wall’ (Kindle Locations 43-44).  

Crain appears to have a jump on his professor, as “Paleo-America” 
is quickly beginning to look a lot like “Paleo-Earth.” The relentless 
horde/herd of posthumanity is swiftly changing the rules of the game as 
well as the landscape of this Anthropogenic world. Though they’re doing 
the things our first zombie pictured is famous for (“Coming to get you, 
Barbara”), they probably look more like the guy in the second pic hanging 
out with Bela Lugosi, bringing us full circle back to this century’s first 
Hollywood depictions of zombies: 

 

                                                 
16

 Personal communication, 11/12/14. 
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17   

 18 
 
The grad student contemplates their “postapocalyptic” condition: “Crain 
tried to frame their situation as a return to more primitive times.” And 
what does his analytic training tell him? “What the plague was doing, it 
was resetting humanity. Hunting and gathering were the order of the day, 
now, not books or degrees on the wall” (Kindle Locations 35-36). The 
professor expresses a differing opinion, aloud: “'It does still matter,' he 
said. 'All our— this. Our work, our studies, the graduate degrees. It’s been 
a manual, a guide, don’t you see?'” (Kindle Locations 42-43).  As they argue 
over footnotes in Crain’s dissertation, the grad student cuts to the chase: 
“Now that it was the postapocalypse, they could call things what they 
were” (Kindle Locations 46-47). While the pair follow the horde/herd 
across this new worldscape, in search of food, of “available sources of 
protein” (Kindle Locations 47-48), the still-focused grad student has an 
additional goal in mind, his training serving him well. In all of their 
postapocalyptic roaming and meandering, they battle as in the halls of 
grad school, but ultimately humanity (such as it is, and the ending 
definitely showcases its two possible tracks) and its innate curiosity is 
found in that line: “This is how you prove a thesis” (Kindle Locations 87-
88).  
 We eventually discover that Crain’s esteemed dissertation director 
turns out to be not as… human as we’d like, and if he represents us, well, 
posthumanity is in trouble. With no spoilers, I’ll say that Jones’s grad 
student makes a redemptive choice. And ever dedicated to his project, he 
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 Screen shot, Night of the Living Dead (1968) 
18

 Screen shot, White Zombie (1932) 
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leaves “Behind him, the all-too-human horde, exhausting the landscape. 
This was his thesis in action. His final proof” (Kindle Locations 228-229).  
 
 Home? 

 
Intrepid astrophysics grad student Billy Hanson, working in the 

post-doc world of academe, comes up with a research proposal (known to 
his director as the “Spatial Tunneling Debacle” [Jones, Van Alst, 365]); his 
vision tells him: “The headlines would be along the lines of ‘Mankind Looks 
for God,' and have Billy’s picture under it somewhere, smiling just 
mischievously enough to usher in another age, where the scientists could 
again be celebrities” (Jones, Van Alst, 365).  

 

19 

 20 
 
 
 Probably not this kind of telescope, but...   
 No. Not God. 

 
Billy, looking back on events that do indeed usher in another age, 

attempts to rationalize or at least deflect the blame that only he can be 
responsible for. Jones indicts our Stimpy-esque inability to refrain from 
pushing red buttons:  

 

                                                 
19

 Screen shot, Le Voyage dans La Lune (1902) 
20

 Ibid. 
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Or, if there was any fault, it was that he was human in the first 
place, a species built specifically, it would seem, to push buttons 
clearly marked DON'T PUSH, a species that had only evolved in the 
first place because it kept reaching up to that next level of the 
beach instead of being satisfied with where it already was. (Jones, 
Van Alst, 363) 

 
As Billy climbs that beach looking for God on our behalf, Broadbent 

tells us via Otto that “the choral ode of Sophocles’ Antigone […] 
demonstrates how deimos is used to speak of the uniqueness of human 
nature (though for Billy Hanson [and the rest of us] that ‘uniqueness’ is 
about to become utterly pointless)” and that while “there is much in the 
world that is uncanny […] nothing is more uncanny than the being of man 
(unless you have a deep space telescope, LOL, right, Billy?)” (Broadbent, 
106).  

 

21 
 
 But still, sometimes, someone looks back. 

 
In the end, this uncanny, unheimlich is ourselves (or, depending on 

positionality, the settlers) alienated from our/themselves, Western 
humanity’s uncomfortable relationship with its mother, Earth. In 
Broadbent’s work on Chauvet, Heidegger, and Benedict XVI, he considers 
Heidegger’s ruminations on the individual in the presence of God, 
describing an “impenetrable mood of anxious dread,” and also references 
Kierkegaard to more fully describe that “dangerous moment” (Broadbent, 
114). For young Billy Hanson, for Doby and Stace, for Crain (and Eve, 
maybe), for us, we consider the full passage from Kierkegaard, along with 
his question: 

 
What fair weather is for the sailor, going on living at the same pace 
with others and with the generation is for the individual person, 
but the decision, the dangerous moment of collecting himself 
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 Ibid. 
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when he is to withdraw from the surroundings and become alone 
before God and become a sinner—this is a stillness that changes 
the ordinary as the storm does. He knows it all, knows what is to 
happen to him, but he did not know the anxiety that grips him 
when he feels himself abandoned by the multiplicity in which he 
had his soul; he did not know how the heart pounds when the help 
of others and the guidance of others vanish in stillness; he did not 
know the shuddering when it is too late to call for human help, 
when no one can hear him—in short he had no conception of how 
the knower is changed when he is to appropriate knowledge.  

Is it perhaps also the case with you, my listener?22 
 

It would seem that the best move to end this piece would read: “Beware 
that, when fighting monsters, you yourself do not become a monster [...] 
for when you gaze long into the abyss, the abyss gazes also into you” 
(Friedrich Nietzsche). But I think maybe Jones found us something during 
all his abyss staring. Sterling City concludes thusly: 

 
 The news reports that night all said that the world, it was ending. 
 They were wrong. 
 It was beginning again. (Kindle Location 1259) 
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GELEGENTLICH IST ER EIN SOMNIIZIDALES MANIAC: 
WELTLANDSCHAFTEN VON STEPHEN GRAHAM JONES 

 
Umweltaktivismus und Bewahrung des Landes, Anerkennung 

unserer gemeinsamen Verantwortung gegenüber dem Planeten, der Unci 
Maka, der Mutter Erde, unserer Heimat; Das sind Liebespflichten, die wir 
als Menschen mit hingebungsvoller Regelmäßigkeit annehmen. Aber was 
passiert, wenn wir uns Geschichten anschauen, die die Welt vollständig 
zerstören könnten, unsere Geschichten und Häuser neu gestalten, 
umformen, zurückfordern und neu gestalten (oder in einer restaurativen 
Bewegung sogar umbenennen könnten)? Was ist die Rezeption für Werke, 
die die Erwartungen der Hingabe an die Umwelt in der amerikanischen 
Ureinwohnerliteratur trotzen? Diese Adresse historische Auslöschung 
durch die Umgestaltung der Zukunft? 

In diesem Artikel werden einige von Stephen Graham Jones 
'produktiven Werken untersucht, darunter Sterling City, "Wie Billy Hanson 
die Erde zerstörte und alle anderen" sowie Kapitel 6, die auf verschiedenen 
Plattformen und Sammlungen veröffentlicht wurden. In jedem Fall werden 
die beschriebenen Welten als Heimat- und Zukunftsgeschichte 
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entschlossen zurückgefordert, vielleicht aus guten Gründen und vielleicht 
aus nicht so guten Gründen. Die Welten, aus denen Sie wählen können, 
sind jedoch diejenigen, die Ihnen Alpträume oder zumindest eine Pause 
bereiten werden, selbst bei Tageslicht. 
 
 Stichwörter: Indianer, Stephen Graham Jones, Blackfeet, Fiktion, 
Science-Fiction, Apokalypse und Post Apokalypse, Zombies, Siedler, 
Amerika. 
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Abstract: The past few decades have been marked by an increasing discussion on 

the role of dialogue in anthropology, especially following the anthropological turn 

of the 80s, when the discipline was looked upon as one “writing a culture” rather 

than understanding it from the insider’s perspective, while the ethnographer was 

thought of as the epistemic dictator, incapable of establishing a dialogical relation 

with his subjects of inquiry. The power relationship was indeed one of the most 

prominent problems in creating an equal, dialogical setting between the 

anthropologist and the other culture. This paper aims at revisiting feminist 

anthropology tracing the elements which constituted it, its original inspiration, and 

main motifs of action mostly gathered around the strong male bias of the discipline. 

This bias was predominantly manifested in the monological, androcentric 

understanding and exploration of cultures.  

In tracing these aspects, and acknowledging the more egalitarian status of this 

discipline since its early days versus other social sciences (Margaret Mead, Ruth 

Benedict were among the most prominent women anthropologists), the paper will 

look at early women anthropologists works some of which were excluded from the 

canon. It will also point to the existence of strong male bias in ethnography and the 

discipline as a whole, thus triggering the emergence of feminist anthropology with 

its capacity for reflexivity and accountability in ethnographic work.  

 

Keywords: feminist anthropology, reclaiming, dialogue, subordination, domestic 

power, identity, binary opposition   

 
 
 Introductory Notes and Aims of the Study 
 
 Cultural anthropology, albeit a discipline that very early on had 
women on board, has grappled with issues of androcentric bias present in 
one its main tools of research – ethnography. Before the 1970s, when 
feminist anthropology was officially recognized as a sub discipline of 
anthropology, there have been a number of women conducting fruitful 
anthropological research. Yet many of their works have either been 
marginalized, or have been strictly guided by male mentors. Often, some 
of these works came from wives of men anthropologists working on their 
husband’s field notes (like Turner Edith). The urge to correct this male bias 
was reflected in the promotion of the so called study of “women” brought 
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forth by feminist ethnographers in the 1960s and 70s. These works have 
generally diagnosed the problem of lack of women’s perspectives in the 
ethnographies. The 1980s brought about the shift towards what became 
known as the study of “gender” tackling issues such as gender identity, 
politics, and relations triggered by the fact that the category “woman” has 
been criticized as one heavily influenced by Euro-American and white bias. 
Hence, the main points of reaction of feminist anthropology were the 
reduction of male bias in ethnography, which meant inclusion of more 
women’s voices, and challenging the multitude of feminist theories 
emerging at the time in Europe and the US. The early stages of 
anthropology have brought on board several women, some of which 
remain legendary names in the field and others who became marginalized 
for various reasons. In the text that follows, the following points will be 
addressed: 
 

1. Revisit the male bias in early ethnographies;  
2. Outline the phases of feminist anthropology, which are intertwined 

with the feminist waves; 
3. Outline the major points of reaction of feminist anthropologists;  
4. Diagnose the potential of these anthropologies to reclaim the 

disciple, by opening a new dialogue with the subjects of their 
investigation. 

 
 Early Female Anthropologists and the Controversies  
 
 In the first half of the 20th century, the discipline has been 
predominantly androcentric. Objectivity was also highly valued, while in 
most ethnographies women were viewed as the lesser partners of men. 
Yet, the discipline was largely egalitarian in its early beginnings with 
eminent figures like Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict producing 
extensive studies of Polynesia and Native Americans. 
 In this section we will look at three women anthropologists of the 
early 20th century, the path-breaking studies they made and the 
controversies that revolved around them either because of their gender, 
colour, methodology, or ways of understanding culture. Margaret Mead is 
considered as one of the most prominent female figures in anthropology 
who has, under the strong influence of Franz Boas, conducted some 
controversial work dealing with attitudes towards sexuality while 
juxtaposing the South Pacific and Southeast Asian traditions and culture 
with the Western one. Among some of the earlier works on women 
Margaret Mead’s Coming of Age in Samoa (1928), stands out as one her 
most influential studies, discussing the lives of teenage girls – a 
phenomenon that was mostly ignored by previous anthropological works. 
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Mead was one of those anthropologists who introduced a different form of 
research and data gathering based on detailed observation and life among 
the local community. She also introduced the concept that will later 
become one of the most powerful points of departure for second wave 
feminism in diagnosing the source of female subordination. Namely, the 
idea that the human behavior (in Mead’s case the behavior of adolescents) 
can largely be influenced by culture and not only by biology as previously 
believed.  
 Mead’s starting premise was that in the American civilization, with, 
as she says “its many immigrant strains, its dozens of conflicting standards 
of conduct, its hundreds of religious sects, its shifting economic conditions, 
this unsettled, disturbed status of youth was more apparent than in the 
older, more settled civilization of Europe” (2). Based on interviews with 
adolescents in Samoa over a 9-month period, Mead concluded that the 
cultural patterns and upbringing instead of the biological factors can play a 
pivotal role in one’s behavior. The cultural stability of the Samoan society 
free of conflicting values, and shameful taboos was, according to Mead, 
the backbone of the carefree behavior of sexually active Samoan girls. Her 
work came under severe scrutiny by Derek Freemen who conducted 
research in Samoa in 1966-67 arguing that Mead was hoaxed by her native 
informants and that the Samoan adolescents suffer from the same 
problems as the Western ones. In his works published in 1986 and 1998, 
Freemen was critical of Mead’s cultural determinism claiming that it 
blinded Mead in perceiving the violent and troublesome aspect of the 
sexuality of adolescents in Samoa.  
 An interesting novelty regarding this controversy came forth with 
the publication of Shankman’s The "Fateful Hoaxing" of Margaret Mead: A 
Cautionary Tale (2013). He argues that Freemen has wrongfully accused 
Mead of relying on data by a female informant named Ea'apua'a Fa'amû, 
who as Shankman claims, was not Mead’s informant on adolescent sex. 
Trying to get to the bottom of Freemen’s desire to accuse Mead of wrong 
data, Shankman points out “he argued that while Mead was not a 
deliberate cheat, she was a foolish young woman who never realized the 
nature of her error” (61). The notion of the “foolish young woman” 
gathered with Freemen likely unacceptance of cultural versus biological 
determinism might shed some light on this controversy. Shankman’s 
concluding words do resonate with the injustice done to Mead. As he 
points out, “he could have criticized Mead's work, revised it, and improved 
our knowledge of Samoa without diminishing her abilities as an 
ethnographer, without the allegation of hoaxing, and without the 
attribution of self-deception” (62). 
 Unlike Mead who is a pivotal figure in anthropology albeit her 
reputation was radically shaken by the Freeman’s comments, Zora Neale 
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Hurston is another largely overlooked anthropologist analyzed through this 
text for several reasons. Hurston was not given proper credit for her 
innovative work and research methods implemented during her fieldwork 
in Florida, Jamaica, and Haiti. If Mead was ridiculed hypothetically for 
being a woman and an innovative one at the time with theories of cultural 
determinism, Hurston was a woman of colour and has not earned her PhD. 
She was trained under Franz Boas, but she never completed her PhD. 
Being a woman of colour was clearly one of the major reasons that her 
important studies and avant-garde research methods have been ignored. 
Excluding women of colour or women who have done extensive 
anthropological research, but have not earned a PhD degree from the 
overall anthropological canon is an important focal point of feminist 
anthropology. Hurston’s work Tell my Horse (1938) is an incredibly intense 
journey through the Caribbean culture and the power of voodoo.  Hurston 
deeply believed in fully immersing in one’s culture in order to understand 
it to its fullest.  
 Entering into the minds of the participants and viewing things with 
their eyes was one of the key principles she believed in. Coming from a 
rural area in Florida, her historical roots made her believe that she is 
qualified to immerse herself into the Caribbean culture. This approach of a 
“native” among the “natives” has been problematized by Rodriguez (1998) 
who argues that the native remains the knowable, while the knower is 
always the objective observer. As she puts it,  
 

the single status of ethnographer as objective knower not only 
comers the Native as the knowable, static, simple object but 
upholds the researcher as superior, civilized, and complex. 
Conversely, the criterion for being the objective knower is to be 
not-Native. (17) 

  
 Yet interestingly enough, Mikell (1982) notes that it was through 
anthropology that Hurston, “was able to distance herself from black 
culture of the Caribbean and of Florida and to stand back as an 'outsider' 
subjecting the behavior of the blacks there to close scrutiny” (219). Mikell 
also notices a lack of interest regarding Hurston’s methods, although the 
1950s and 1960s were euphoric regarding the new emphasis on the emic 
(the insider’s view), versus the etic (the view of the outsider). Possibly 
again, the reason behind this could be the sheer fact that Hurston was a 
woman of color and thus got dropped out of the anthropological canon, 
which is one of the points of critique of later feminist anthropology. And 
yet, Hurston’s contribution to anthropology should not be boiled down to 
her ability to immerse herself into the cultures of the Caribbean and 
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Jamaica, but rather in her pioneering efforts toward theorizing the African 
diaspora, and her methodological innovations (McClaurin, 2001).  
 Hurston achieved an extremely honest approach to things, 
something that Malinowski might have failed at and yet he is irrevocably 
part of the anthropological canon. His dilemmas regarding his work with 
natives were exposed through the posthumous publication of the Diary in 
the Strict Sense of the Word covering the period of his fieldwork in 1914-
1915 and 1917-1918 in New Guinea and the Trobriand Islands. This diary 
was brutally honest, and according to his words was made as “a means of 
self-analysis.” Hurston has likewise carried honestly this unresolved 
conflict of the emic and the etic that is, the value judgement of the 
outsider, the knower, and the insider, the knower with less fame and 
recognition. As Mikell points out, “she becomes what the people are, 
experiencing what they experience, then stands back and says, ‘The 
Haitian people are gentle and lovable, except for their enormous and 
unconscious cruelty” (220). Hurston was to some extent influenced by 
Ruth Benedict, who was also trained under Boas, but she managed to 
move past Benedict’s insistence on the paramount presence of 
psychological configurations that she believed all culture possess. Perhaps, 
it was her own understanding of slavery and racial discrimination that 
made her understand that colonialism has been a major defining factor in 
shaping the cultural forces in Haiti, rather than some given psychological 
traits. Her understanding of these factors, her outrage with male 
chauvinism, colour segregation and class oppression, made her in the eyes 
of what I refer to as “male biased anthropology,” a non-objective 
anthropologist. The angry outsider resonates in her writings yet she 
somehow balances it nicely with the calm insider perspective.  
 Phyllis Mary Kaberry is also known for her work exclusively 
dedicated to the important role that women play in the societal structure. 
This was clearly a controversial topic at the time (first half of the 20th 
century) as women were either neglected in ethnographic research or 
their roles were mainly located within the reproductive/nurturing/private 
sphere. Instead, Kaberry focused much of research on the sacred life and 
significant role of Aboriginal women in the society. Her advisor Elkin has 
encouraged her to do research among the aboriginal communities of West 
Australia. During her 3 years of fieldwork, she mainly focused on 
genealogies, religion, the social and economic organization of women, and 
similarly to Hurston who did not overlook the paramount effect of 
colonization on the Haitian community, she took into account the effects 
of the European contact. Her work, Aboriginal Women: Sacred and Profane 
(1939) was subject to fervent criticism for arguing that women had their 
own level of sacredness and that they were equal to men. In a largely male 
dominated anthropology at the time, women were nothing more that 
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nurturing or erotic creatures that did not have much say in the social 
development. Due to these perspectives, even Kaberry’s advisor Elkin, 
confirmed his view on female inferiority. And yet, Kaberry rejects these 
views, stating: 
 

Until recently, aboriginal woman has occupied rather an obscure 
place in Australian anthropology; and in popular imagination, at 
least, she has too often been lost to view beneath the burdens 
imposed upon her by her menfolk […] It was with the object of 
making a more specific study of the position of women in an 
aboriginal community […] that I carried out research in North-West 
Australia, both in 1934 and in 1935 to 1936. (ix) 

 
 This work went against the more male centered assumptions of 
Malinowski, Roheim, and Warner that women were excluded from 
religious life in most societies. She also opposed the identification of 
women solely with the profane aspect of society. Thus she argues, “like the 
men they have their spiritual affiliations, their totems, their beliefs, their 
links with the Time Long Past” (x). Warner insisted on the prohibition 
placed on women for places that had their own emblems, but for Kaberry, 
this was not the criterion of defining the role of women in a society. 
Instead, she argued “If totem and totemite possess some sacred quality in 
common because of their relation to the totemic ancestors [...] then 
women as well as men have their share in this sacred heritage” (197).  
 These anthropologists and their works have been marginalized and 
omitted from the anthropological canon for various reasons. As Silverstein 
and Lewis (2016) lucidly conclude, “[t]he marginalization of these figures 
reflected both the colonial and racist temperament of the anthropology of 
their time; they were seen more as 'informants' than as full-fledged 
anthropologists, receiving minimal opportunities to move ahead in their 
careers—or even to complete their PhDs” (12). 
 
 Feminist Anthropology – Developmental Phases 
 
 Feminist anthropology had in general, two major points on its 
agenda: reduction of male bias in ethnography and research findings with 
inclusion of women’s voices in ethnographic research, and reacting against 
essentialist feminist theories developed predominantly in Europe and the 
USA. An important issue to be brought into perspective is that in its initial 
phase in the 60s when this anthropology aimed at being a study of women, 
thus correcting anthropology’s error of hardly including women’s voices in 
ethnography, it still produced a rather limited number of studies about 
women. Some of the more known studies of the period written by women 
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about women are Phyllis Kaberry’s, Women of the Grassfield (1952), 
Denise Paulme’s Women of Tropical Africa (1963) and Audrey Richard’s 
Chisungu (1956). As previously noted Hurston’s much earlier ethnography 
of Voodoo in Jamaica and Haiti from 1937s remained largely unknown and 
unpopular as it came from both a woman of colour and one that has not 
gained her PhD thus never fully entering the canonical works of 
anthropology. Yet, what followed after the 60s, as Ardener (2015) points 
out was some kind of revivalism of anthropology of women. Ardener 
traces this revivalism to multiple factors amongst which the upsurge of the 
feminist movement, the strengthened self-consciousness of female 
anthropologists about their womanhood, as well as the increased numbers 
of women readers and trained scholars (25).  
 Pine (2002) traces the strengthening of feminist anthropology of 
the 1970s in the general theoretical reappraisal in the social sciences, itself 
an aftermath of the widespread political unrest of the late 1960s. As she 
points out, “the Social scientists mainly found their inspiration in Marxist 
theory in their quest to understand the political and economic inequality, 
and to reassess issues of development and underdevelopment” (387). She 
also argues that there was a similar search for the roots of women’s 
position as “the second sex” which led Western feminists to look to 
anthropology for ways of understanding women’s situation in different 
social, political and economic orders. It is noteworthy then that the 
position of women in different society, the potential of egalitarian social 
order, and the roots of women’s subordination were some of the main 
questions for feminists of this period when turning towards anthropology 
to find the answers.  
 This feminist anthropology started off by criticising the double 
male bias present in traditional anthropology. The first was that most 
anthropologists were male and that even regardless of whether they were 
male or female they operated within male dominated models of social 
organization. The second bias had to do with the reliance on 
predominantly male informants therefore bringing to the reader only the 
male view of the indigenous people. This anthropology then, at the time 
known as the anthropology of women, focused on what women said and 
did and on women’s domains of action as well as the symbolic 
representation of female and male. Interestingly, one group of 
anthropologists building upon the Marxists premises (Leackock), thought 
of women’s oppression as historical, while others (Ortner) argued that it is 
a universally given state of affairs. Regardless of their difference, they both 
ended arguing that much of women’s subordination lies in their biology.  
 The contemporary stream of feminist anthropology can be located 
in the period from the 1980s onwards with its focus being not so much on 
the difference between male and female but rather on the differences 
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between women through categories of class, race, gender and so forth. 
New themes of power, reproduction, sexuality, and work take an 
importance place here. One of the most prominent figures of this 
movement is Gayle Rubin, an American cultural anthropologist, widely 
known for her works on sexuality, sex, sadomasochism, pedophilia, 
prostitution, pornography, etc.  
 
 Anthropological Debates on the Subordination of Women – a 
Universal or a Historical Phenomenon? 
 
Anthropology contributed to the critical reworking of the category of 
“woman” (Moore 1994, 10). Feminism in the 1970s was using inspiration 
from the cross-cultural research provided by anthropology to question the 
fixed notion of gender and gender roles. These data showing the variability 
in gender and gender roles, were to serve as a backbone for the feminist 
mission of the 1970s in showing that gender was a socially constructed 
rather than a naturally given category. However, as Moore puts it, these 
cross-cultural variables did not account for the universality of women’s 
subordination, which is why “anthropology developed two very important 
comparative theories” (10). Both theories build upon the same 
presumption of women being associated with nature, while men with 
culture (Ortner, 1974), that is, that women are linked to the domestic 
sphere as opposed to men linked with the public sphere (Rosaldo). In both 
instances, women’s reproductive functions and child care are the 
foundation for this particular connection. What Ortner uses to prove the 
universal second-class status of women in societies are three sets of cross-
cultural anthropological data. These are cultural ideologies and informant’s 
statements that devalue women or give them a lesser role in society, social 
devices, and social structural arrangements that exclude women from 
participating in power-producing realms of the society. 
 Using an example to show the superficial power of women in 
societies, she moves on to discuss Lowie’s (1956) case study of the 
matrilineal tribe Crow, where  
 

Women […] had highly honorific offices in the Sun Dance; they 
could become directors of the Tobacco Ceremony and played, if 
anything, a more conspicuous part in it than the men; they 
sometimes played the hostess in the Cooked Meat Festival; they 
were not debarred from sweating or doctoring or from seeking a 
vision” (61).  

 
However, “[w]omen [during menstruation] formerly rode inferior horses 
and evidently this loomed as a source of contamination, for they were not 
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allowed to approach either a wounded man or men starting on a war 
party. A taboo still lingers against their coming near sacred objects at these 
times” (44).  
 This leads Ortner to conclude that the most frequent means of 
subordination across cultures, even in situations where women seemingly 
have power, manifest themselves in menstruation being a threat and 
sacred objects being taboo to the sight and touch of women. Her main 
point of departure is that every culture recognizes a distinction between 
the operation of nature and the operation of culture where the latter is 
human consciousness trying to control and turn to its purposes the former. 
Herein lies the center of Ortner’s argument, that in most cultures, women 
are identified with nature while men with culture, or putting it milder, that 
women are often recognized as part of culture yet have a deeper affinity 
with nature. Men on the contrary “are the “natural” proprietors of 
religion, ritual, politics, and other realms of cultural thought and action in 
which universalistic statements of spiritual and social synthesis are made” 
(Ortner 79). This very 70s argumentation of Ortner has been brought into 
question and critical reinterpretation by anthropologists (Moore, 1988; 
MacCormack and Strathern, 1980; Rosaldo, 1980) and feminists alike, the 
former criticisng the universality of the categories of nature, culture, public 
and private. The latter critiques came from feminists of colour, lesbian 
feminists and feminists from the developed world, challenging the 
universal category of “woman.”  
 
 Reevaluating/Reclaiming Women’s Perspective  
 
 The previous sections have discussed the non-existent or passive 
role of women in many previous ethnographies, the omission from the 
anthropological canon of ethnographies done by women, especially if they 
were of colour, and the developmental phases of feminist anthropology. 
This exclusion has often been executed by lack of citations becoming 
effectively erased from the anthropological intellectual genealogy (Lutz 
1990 cited in Silverstein & Lewis, 2016, 9). As Silverstein and Lewis point 
out:  
 

Despite the looming presence of figures such as Ruth Benedict and 
Margaret Mead in the English-speaking canon, “women” had no 
more than an incidental place in the history of the discipline. They 
seemed to have only supporting (or cameo) roles in many 
ethnographies, mentioned when reproduction or childrearing was 
discussed and appearing in (typically) non-speaking parts when 
marriage exchanges were transacted. Women were assumed to 
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passively cooperate with men’s desires and to have little 
independent social existence or agency of their own. (9) 
 

They also emphasize the overall lack of women in the 60s as senior faculty 
or junior colleagues which was a discouraging moment for women 
regarding their prospect on the job market. Marriage and faculty were also 
considered as inevitable phenomena that would make women give up 
their anthropological careers. Additionally, the overall neglecting of 
women’s voice as less valuable, more personal and subjective, has led 
some women anthropologists to revisit certain ethnographies, that is, 
return to sites of previous research. As Silverstein and Lewis point out, 
there were a number of instances of such revisiting among which Jane 
Goodale’s Tiwi Wives (1971), documenting the ways in which Tiwi women 
understood their marriage system and showing that there was a drastic 
discrepancy with an earlier (male) account (Hart and Pilling 1960). Her 
study has shown that, “rather than being mere pawns in a manipulative 
system that exchanged women even before they were born, women 
understood themselves as powerful arbiters, able also to pursue romantic 
bonds.” (10). The list of other studies that followed among which Marilyn 
Strathern’s Women In Between (1972), Annette Weiner’s Women of Value, 
Men of Renown (1976), and Yolanda and Robert Murphy’s, Women of the 
Forest (1974), reexamining work done earlier (under Robert Murphy’s 
name) among the Munduruku of the Amazonian rain forest (Murphy 1960) 
clearly bring into question the previous assumptions of the universal 
subordination of women that were earlier advocated by Ortner and 
Rosaldo through different interpretive lenses. 
 
 Concluding Remarks 
 
 This paper has looked into the evolution of feminist anthropology, 
its points of reaction to the male dominated anthropological canon, and 
the several women anthropologists whose works were neglected either 
because they were written by women or were about women and their 
active role in the social organization. We have discussed the works and 
controversies revolving around Mead’s, Hurston’s, and Kaberry’s 
ethnographies driven by different motives. Mead was attacked for being 
hoaxed by her informants most probably because of her revolutionary 
ideas of cultural determinism, Hurston was largely ignored with her 
innovative methodology for being a woman of colour and for not having 
earned her degree, while Kaberry was fervently attacked for an 
ethnography on Aboriginal women in which she argued that they had their 
own level of sacredness and that they were equal to men.  
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 We have also traced the developmental phases of feminist 
anthropology from being a study of women, to being that of gender, to 
finally molding itself into a recognized sub-discipline of anthropology. As 
such, this subfield has produced more than just studies that revisited 
previous ethnographies, which have either ignored women’s role in the 
society or have boiled them down to being an inferior subject in the social 
organization. In its later stages feminist anthropology came forward with 
radical critiques of previously undisputed works, like the prominent 
collection of Clifford and Marcus (1996) Writing Culture.  
 In the introduction to this collection of essays, Clifford gives some 
credit to the feminist theorizing having great potential for rethinking 
ethnographic writing, and in debating historical, and political construction 
of identities. Yet, only a few sentences later, he explains why essays by 
feminist anthropologists have been excluded from the collection. As he 
points out, “we decided to invite people doing ‘advanced’ work on our 
topic” (20), clearly extracting women from this group of anthropologists. 
He goes on to say: 
 

feminism had not contributed much to the theoretical analysis of 
ethnographies as texts […] we could not draw on any developed 
debates generated by feminism […] Feminist ethnography has 
focused either on setting the record straight about women or on 
revising anthropological categories […] It has not produced either 
unconventional forms of writing or developed reflection on 
ethnographic textuality as such. (20)  

 
 Ruth Behar and Deborah Gordon came out with their reactionary 
collection of essays, Women Writing Culture (1995). In her opening essay, 
Behar stresses her frustration with Clifford’s explanation for the exclusion 
of women. She ironically says: “to be a woman writing culture became a 
contradiction in terms: women who write exceptionally are not feminists 
enough, while women wo write as feminists write in ignorance of the 
textual theory that underpins their own texts” (5). The collection of essays 
attests to the manifold ethnographic innovations of women 
anthropologists, such as storytelling, drama, and use of fiction. Behar also 
mentions Hurston, Deloria, Benedict, and Mead who were for various 
reasons excluded from the canon or a recognized place in the academy, 
most likely because they shared “the impatience with that flat impersonal 
voice that was becoming the norm in the ethnographies of their time” 
(18).    
 The few studies we mentioned through this text and the recent 
proliferation of feminist anthropologists dealing with issues of human 
rights, domestic abuse, environmental issues, etc. point to the fact that 
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these feminist ethnographies have pioneered “the centrality of reflexivity, 
sought out and acknowledged collaboration with interlocutors, including 
participatory action research” (Olesen 2011 cited in Silverstein & Lewis, 
2016, 13). They have also emphasized “personal narratives and storytelling 
both to highlight women’s voices and to mount a vigorous challenge to 
“top-down” knowledge production” (Silverstein & Lewis, 13). This proves 
the fact of the immense innovative strength of feminist anthropology and 
ethnography, of its capacity to break away with that ‘flat impersonal voice’ 
of male objectivity and to break away from the modes of canonical 
ethnographic writing, bringing in new freshness and putting the emic 
before the etic. There is no doubt then, that as Silverstein and Lewis point 
out “feminist anthropologists clarify the stakes in particular ethnographic 
situations, paving the way for possible interventions that may contribute 
to meaningful change” (27). 
 The history of women's ethnographic writing proves that women 
have experimented extensively and creatively in their efforts to surpass 
the flatness of ‘the impersonal voice’ and to translate and give meaning to 
foreign cultural experiences.  The few works we revisited are a proof of 
women’s bravery and capacity to experiment with diverse writing styles, 
including personal narratives, oral history, memoir, fictional forms, 
feminist critique, and meditations on the fieldwork process.  The 
complexity of these works shows their capacity for a more reflexive, 
polyphonic ethnography that is more capable of understanding and 
hearing the emic (native) perspectives and voices.  
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PRISVOJITI ŽENSKE TAČKE GLEDIŠTA:  FEMINISTIČKA ANTROPOLOGIJA I 
ANDROCENTRIČNA PRISTRANOST 

 
 U posljednjih nekoliko desetljeća sve se više vodi diskusija o ulozi 
dijaloga u antropologiji, naročito nakon antropološkog okreta osamdesetih 
kada se počelo na tu disciplinu gledati ne kao razumijevanje kulture 
iznutra, sa tačke gledišta njenog pripadnika, već kao “ispisivanje kulture,” 
dok se etnograf smatrao epistemološkim diktatorom, osobom koja nije 
sposobna uspostaviti dijaloški odnos sa svojim predmetima istraživanja. I 
zaista jedan od naistaknutijih problema koji je onemogućavao stvaranje 
dijaloškog ozračja jednakosti između antropologa i kulture drugoga je bio 
odnos moći. Ovaj rad nastoji ponovno razmotriti feminističku 
antropologiju, iscrtavajući njene sastavne dijelove, izvorno nadahnuće i 
glavne poticaje na djelovanje, uglavnom u vezi sa naglašenom pristranošću 
discipline prema muškarcima. Ta se pristranost uglavnom ogledala u 
monološkom, androcentričnom poimanju i istraživanju kultura. 
 Kako bi iscrtao ove aspekte i obznanio veću jednakost unutar 
discipline od njenih najranijih dana za razliku od ostalih društvenih nauka 
(npr. Margaret Mead i Ruth Benedict su bile među najistaknutijim 
antropološkinjama), ovaj rad izučava djela ranijih antropološkinja koja su 
često isključivana iz kanona. On takođe podvlači postojanje naglašene 
pristranosti prema muškarcima u etnografiji i antropologiji uopšte, koja je 
podstaknula rađanje feminističke antropologije sposobne da promišlja 
vlastitu ulogu i preuzme odgovornost za etnografski rad. 
 
 Ključne riječi:  feministička antropologija, prisvajanje, dijalog, 
podređenost, moć u domaćinstvu, identitet, dvojne opreke. 
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Abstract: This paper will examine how Grace Marks, the female 

protagonist/narrator of Alias Grace (1996), reclaims her history, which is 

comprised of many different, often contradictory stories of her life and the crime 

for which she is imprisoned. These stories reflect the dominant discourse of a 

conservative male-dominated society, in which Grace is an outsider, due to her 

gender, class, age, and immigrant status. The law, the medical profession, the 

church, and the media all see Grace as a disruptive element: a woman who 

committed or assisted in a murder, a lunatic and/or a member of the working class 

who dared disturb the social order. Grace is revealed not as a passive victim, an 

object to be acted upon, but as an agent capable of reclaiming history and 

constructing herstory, challenging and defying the expectations of dominant social 

structures. The paper will show that Alias Grace, as a novel giving voice to the 

marginalized and the silenced, stands as a compelling work that examines and 

provides insights into the position of women and its changes over the course of 

history, provoking a discourse that remains relevant today. 

 

Key words: Margaret Atwood, Alias Grace, history, herstory. 

 
 
 Introduction 
 

The political and social shifts the world has experienced since 
2016, the year of Brexit and Trump’s election to office, have produced an 
interesting side effect – they seemed to have sparked a renewed interest 
in Margaret Atwood’s unique blend of fictive memoir and social 
commentary. The critically acclaimed TV adaptation of The Handmaid’s 
Tale (1986) released in April 2017, which presents a dystopian view of a 
near-future American society as a totalitarian state in which a select group 
of straight white men hold all the power, women have been reduced to 
servants and stripped of their reproductive rights, and all other minority 
groups have been marginalized or downright exterminated, struck a chord 
with audiences that felt their rights were under threat from the new US 
administration. The second TV adaptation of an Atwood book, CBC’s Alias 
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Grace, released in September 201723, seemed to have eerily predicted the 
very type of situation that was unfolding just as it premiered (Gilbert 
2017). Women in the film industry were speaking out about the systematic 
sexual harassment and abuse happening in this sector, which in turn 
encouraged women (and men) of all ages and walks of life to speak openly 
about similar experiences. Women’s rights movements were initiated or 
were reinvigorated, the most famous being #MeToo, which explicitly deals 
with helping survivors of sexual violence, and Time’s Up, which is focused 
on workplace equity and creating equal economic opportunities for 
women and people of color (Langone 2018). The goals of these two of the 
most prominent movements tell us a great deal about the place that 
women and minority groups still occupy, even in the developed world. All 
these voices express an enormous need amongst such victims to speak out 
and be heard, to break the silence and dissolve the pattern of victim-
blaming, and thus to reclaim or construct their stories and their identities. 

 
Alias Grace – a Historical Novel? 
 
Alias Grace (1996), as a novel giving voice to the marginalized and 

the silenced, represents a particularly relevant exposition on the position 
of women, one that continues to stimulate discussion on how this situation 
has, and has not, changed. This paper will examine how Grace Marks, the 
female protagonist/narrator of Alias Grace, reclaims her history, which is 
comprised of many different, often contradictory stories of her life and the 
crime for which she is imprisoned. However, the historical figure of Grace 
Marks never had the opportunity to give her own account of the crime.  As 
Atwood said in her lecture “In Search of Alias Grace” (1998), what we 
know about Grace comes from a variety of sources, the most notable being 
Life in the Clearings, a journal/travel book written by Susanna Moodie, an 
English emigrant to Canada in the 1830s. In writing a series of poems 
called The Journals of Susanna Moodie (1970), Atwood explored Moodie’s 
writings and came across her version of the Grace Marks story. In 1851, 
Susanna Moodie went to see the “celebrated murderess” in the Kingston 
Penitentiary, where she was serving her life sentence. Together with a 
fellow servant, James McDermott, Grace Marks was accused of the murder 
of their employer, Thomas Kinnear, on his farm outside Toronto in July 
1843. According to Moodie, it was Grace’s infatuation with her employer 
and her jealousy of Nancy Montgomery, Kinnear’s housekeeper and 

                                                 
23

 Atwood previously wrote a screenplay for CBC in 1974, The Servant Girl, about Grace 
Marks based on Susanna Moodie’s account of the crime from 1853. After realizing that 
Moodie’s account was prejudiced and mediated by sensationalized Victorian crime novels 
and journalism, Atwood abandoned this version. She was a Supervising Producer for the 
2017 adaptation, written by a Canadian actress and director Sarah Polley. 
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mistress, that drove her to seduce McDermott and manipulate him into 
murdering both Nancy and Kinnear. The pair raided the house for 
valuables, went to Toronto, and made it across Lake Ontario and to the 
United States. However, the very next day they were arrested by the 
Canadian authorities and brought back to Toronto, where they were both 
tried. Initially, both Grace and McDermott were sentenced to death by 
hanging, but Grace’s sentence was commuted to life imprisonment, as a 
result of many petitions written by well-meaning citizens, as well as on 
account of her gender and young age (she was only sixteen at the time).  In 
Moodie’s version, Grace Marks is presented as a cunning temptress, and 
McDermott as her pawn, driven by his lust for Grace and resentment 
against his superiors. Interestingly, Moodie later changed her opinion of 
Grace, having encountered her several years later as an inmate of the 
Toronto Lunatic Asylum. She concluded that, rather than deliberately 
wicked, Grace Marks must have been insane all along, which would explain 
her shocking behaviour. 

As Atwood says, “[t]hat was the first version of the story I came 
across, and being young, and still believing that ‘non-fiction’ meant ‘true,’ I 
did not question it” (1513). Thirty years later, Atwood started her own 
investigation into the Kinnear-Montgomery murders, examining “records, 
documents, newspaper stories, eyewitness reports, gossip, and rumour 
and opinion” (1513). She discovered that there was a multitude of 
versions, many of them differing or downright contradictory. Not only 
were there several of Grace’s confessions, but these also contained 
contradictions. Additionally, there were McDermott’s versions of the story, 
differing eyewitness accounts, and a variety of newspaper stories whose 
reporting on the crime and the trial that followed was, more often than 
not, highly sensationalized, influenced by the papers’ own political 
agendas and nineteenth-century opinion about criminality, insanity, and 
the nature of women, especially their weakness and seductive qualities 
(1515). In the Author’s Afterword, at the end of Alias Grace, Atwood says, 
“[t]he combination of sex, violence, and the deplorable insubordination of 
the lower classes was most attractive to the journalists of the day” (463). 
In the multiple versions and in witness statements, Grace was alternatively 
presented as an unwitting accomplice to McDermott, a naive and dim-
witted young girl who ran away with him out of fear for her own life, and a 
cunning female demon, who seduced both men and incited McDermott to 
commit murder.  There was also a political angle to the story: five years 
previously, a rebellion against the ruling classes in western Canada had 
been crushed, and its leader, an Irish immigrant (like Grace herself) 
escaped to the United States. The newspapers which supported the upper 
classes called for a more severe punishment for Grace, while those who 
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leaned towards more liberal and reformist views were in favour of showing 
mercy towards Grace, as a member of the oppressed class. 

“I felt that, to be fair, I had to represent all points of view,” Atwood 
says in “In Search of Alias Grace” (1515), and so the first two chapters 
indeed represent many points of view – they open with a number of 
historical quotations: an excerpt from Moodie’s book, describing her first 
look at the “celebrated murderess,” contemporary newspaper reports 
detailing the trial and McDermott’s execution, an extract from the 
Kingston Penitentiary Punishment Book, and even a newspaper sketch of 
the accused. Each section of the novel begins with a juxtaposition of 
historical and fictional quotations, blurring the lines between the two and 
making the reader wonder if there really is any difference between the 
two. The first chapter gives us a glimpse into the mind of the 
protagonist/narrator herself, through a sequence of images of her life in 
prison and of Nancy on her knees, blood dripping into her eyes, that might 
belong equally to Grace’s memories – or nightmares. This seemingly 
authentic insight into Grace’s mind, however, is interrupted by her own 
statement: “This is what I told Dr. Jordan” (16) – not “This is what 
happened” or “This is what I remember,” again calling into question the 
reliability of her narrative. Thus, from the very opening of the novel, 
readers are left wondering about Grace’s motives, her ability and/or 
willingness to tell the truth, and her culpability. 

These issues are reflected in numerous papers which have 
addressed Grace’s guilt or innocence, her unreliability as a narrator, and 
the genre of the novel. A number of scholars (Wilson 2000; Ingersoll 2001; 
Bruun 2012) have explored the complex interplay of historical and fictional 
epigraphs in the novel, and the way they self-consciously comment on and 
contrast with the author’s text, sometimes contradicting each other, as 
when Atwood uses excerpts from Grace’s and McDermott’s confessions to 
show how historical texts are, more often than not, different versions of 
the same event (cf. Wilson 226, Bruun 196). 

Regardless of whether they see Alias Grace as a historical novel 
proper, or a parody of the genre, most scholars agree that “it offers a 
general questioning of the truthfulness of history” (Howells 150), leading 
its readers to conclude that history is as much a construction as fiction is 
(Rigney 160, Wilson 225), to forego the satisfaction of narrative closure, 
and to wonder about the authority of any official historical account 
(Vevaina 89). In this context, Grace’s role as an unreliable/duplicitous 
narrator is a recurring topic, with many scholars remarking on the sense of 
empowerment that Grace draws from storytelling, reclaiming the story of 
her life from all those who made different versions of it, in accordance 
with their own interests (Muller 2000; Howells 2000; Wilson 2000; Rigney 
2000; Vevaina 2006; Bruun 2012). Atwood clearly stated that Grace is “a 
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storyteller, with strong motives to narrate, but also strong motives to 
withhold; the only power left to her as a convicted and imprisoned 
criminal comes from a blend of these two motives” (1515). 

 
“An Innocent Victim, or a Cunning Temptress?”: the Enigma of 

Grace 
 
In this context, some critics24 have addressed the question of 

whether Grace is truly a murderess, an accomplice to the crime, or an 
innocent victim of circumstances beyond her control. In the end, the issue 
of Grace’s guilt or innocence is less important than the questions the novel 
poses about the relations between truth and fabrication, history and 
fiction, memory and forgetting, and criminality and mental illness. Mannon 
proposes that guilt and innocence represent another binary group that is 
called into question in the novel, and that leaving “the most tantalizing gap 
unfilled – the question of Grace’s guilt or innocence” is a purposeful 
decision of the author, meant to draw the readers’ attention to the more 
important issues of how Grace, and more broadly women from the 
working class, were treated by male authority figures and institutions; as 
Mannon notes, “female virtue was defined by the same men who would 
try to steal it,” and “being innocent did not necessarily mean you would be 
proven innocent in court” (560).  

It cannot be denied that, whether guilty or not, Grace had lived 
through abuse and trauma, and her overwhelming need for re-establishing 
her sense of identity and claiming the right to tell her own story is evident. 
Different versions of her story reflect the dominant discourse of a 
conservative male-dominated society, in which Grace is an outsider, due to 
her gender, class, age and immigrant status. The law, the medical 
profession, the church, and the media all see Grace as a disruptive 
element: a woman who committed and/or aided in a murder, a lunatic 
and/or a member of the working class who dared disturb the social order. 
Grace is, by turns, “the celebrated murderess,” a mad woman, an innocent 
victim, a cunning temptress, or “a romantic figure” (AG, 23). Throughout 
the course of the novel, both Grace and the reader will question or reject 
these labels. Grace will be revealed not as a passive victim, an object to be 
acted upon, but as an agent capable of reclaiming history and constructing 
herstory25, challenging and defying the expectations of dominant social 
structures. 

Reading Alias Grace as a social commentary on the position of the 
marginalized social groups in the nineteenth century, and taking into 
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account recent events, we can conclude that, almost 180 years later, 
things have not changed as much as we might like to imagine. The pattern 
of blaming victims (especially if they are women) still persists, and Alias 
Grace very clearly shows how discrimination and misconduct towards 
women and marginalized social groups is reinforced within society. Wilson 
(225-226) claims that all of Atwood’s narrators-protagonists are on a quest 
to free themselves from self-deception, or symbolic blindness; to regain 
some vision and move as far as possible from the objectifying, patriarchal 
gaze. Grace’s specific quest is to challenge the official versions of her story 
and claim the right to her own version by challenging the accepted binaries 
of guilt and innocence, truth and falsehood, and history and fiction. She 
becomes a “trickster creator,” who is able to manipulate the patriarchal 
gaze and subvert the social norms she had previously internalized. 

Grace’s story reveals various forms of abuse women were and still 
are subjected to which are invisible or casually overlooked. At the very 
beginning of the novel, readers become aware that Grace has suffered 
abuse at the hands of prison guards, asylum staff, even doctors. Whether 
this abuse has taken the form of sexual assault is left ambiguous, but 
Grace’s hysterical reaction to the appearance of a doctor (AG 30) leaves no 
doubt that she was forced to suffer medical examinations without her 
consent, if not worse. An illustrative example of this is Grace’s account of 
clergyman’s’ visits to the women in the penitentiary and asylum. In her 
experience, even the ritual of confession, meant to provide relief, is 
sexualized and exploitative: 

 
Oh come to my arms, poor wandering soul. [...] Shed tears of 
remorse. Confess, confess. Let me forgive and pity. Let me get up a 
Petition for you all. Tell me all. 
And then what did he do? Oh shocking. And then what? 
The left hand or the right? 
How far up exactly? 
Show me where. (AG, 35) 
 
The readers are made aware how Grace, and women like her, have 

been betrayed by men in authority, the very men who were there to 
ensure their safe and just treatment: policemen, prison guards, judges, 
doctors, and clergymen (cf. AG 355). Grace is harassed and verbally abused 
on a daily basis by the prison guards who escort her to the governor’s 
house and back to prison (AG 70-71). Once Grace starts telling the story of 
her life to Dr. Jordan, we realize that the pattern of abuse reaches back to 
her early childhood.  

Grace was a witness and a victim of domestic violence perpetrated 
by her father for as long as she could remember. Recounting her traumatic 
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childhood with a drunken, abusive father and a mother exhausted by 
poverty and many pregnancies, Grace remembers that, as the eldest child, 
she was the minder of her siblings, and that she had sometimes thought of 
drowning one or two of her younger siblings so there would not be so 
many mouths to feed (AG 104). This morbid example can be read as an 
insight into the mind of a future murderer, but also as evidence that ethics 
and morals may hold little meaning for those who struggle to make ends 
meet.  

After a disastrous passage over the North Atlantic during which her 
mother dies and is buried at sea, Grace’s troubles continue in Canada, as 
she is left to fend for herself and the children, while her father continues 
to squander what little money they have. Soon she becomes the target of 
her father’s drunken raging and begins to fear that he may cause her a 
serious injury. She also fears that he may force her and the children to beg 
in the streets, or worse (CBC’s Alias Grace explicitly shows Grace being 
sexually assaulted by her drunken father). In order to appease him, and to 
remove herself from this toxic situation, Grace manages to find 
employment as a servant in a respectable family. There she makes the 
acquaintance of Mary Whitney, another young servant girl, and for the 
first time lives a relatively peaceful, well-ordered life. Mary becomes 
Grace’s friend and mentor, and Grace admires her for her strong character, 
quick wit, and apparent indifference to social hierarchy. Mary is quick to 
understand Grace’s background and shelters her from her father’s 
demands for her wages. Mary also shares her “democratic ideas” with 
Grace, although Grace finds it hard to get used to them at first (AG 157): 
according to Mary, all people are created equal; being a servant is a job 
like any other; many girls in Canada work as servants to earn their dowry, 
and then when they get married, have servants of their own; the upper 
classes are idle and useless. Mary’s ideas of equality and class mobility 
were inspired by the uprising of the Canadian reformist William Lyon 
Mackenzie against the upper classes. Grace finds these views strange at 
first, but later seems to adopt them. Although Grace’s new life seems 
peaceful, Mary warns her of an ever-present danger for servant-girls: their 
employers’ sexual interest in them. She advises that “men were liars by 
nature, and would say anything to get what they wanted of you, and then 
they would think better of it and be off on the next boat,” that “the worst 
ones are the gentlemen, who think they are entitled to anything they 
want” (AG 165), and that a woman, especially if she is lower-class, is 
always the one to be blamed for the transgression.  

However, Mary’s progressive views and her sharp wit prove 
inadequate against the very same situation she has warned Grace against; 
she falls prey to the advances of her employer’s son, and becomes 
pregnant. Even though he professed to love Mary and gave her an 
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engagement ring, when he hears about the pregnancy he refuses to be 
trapped and advises her to drown herself. Mary’s painful death as a result 
of a botched abortion is a stark reminder for Grace that any position a 
woman may occupy in a world of male privilege is fragile and easily 
brought to ruin. Grace thus experiences another trauma, the death of a 
close friend and mother figure, and comes to realize how easily the same 
misfortune might befall her as well. Following Mary’s death, Grace leaves 
the Parkinson family, drifting from position to position, but the traumatic 
event is never far from her mind and she is very careful to reject any 
untoward advances.  

Unfortunately, Grace eventually becomes trapped in another 
complex situation in the Kinnear household. Nancy Montgomery, Kinnear’s 
housekeeper who hired Grace and who reminds her of Mary Whitney, 
turns out to be Kinnear’s mistress as well. As Grace tells Dr. Jordan, she felt 
little solidarity towards Nancy; according to Grace, Nancy considered 
herself higher up on the social ladder and was jealous of Grace as a 
potential rival. Nancy is, like Mary, most likely another victim of male 
privilege; as she already had a child with another man, Kinnear was the 
only one who would hire her, and, as McDermott explains to Grace, Nancy 
had planned to seduce Kinnear and thus secure her place. Thus, the society 
puts working women in a position where they are preyed upon and 
exploited, and then shuts them out for breaking the rules of propriety.  

Once Grace realizes that Nancy is Kinnear’s mistress and pregnant 
with his child, she loses any kind of respect she might have had for her, 
and the tension between the two results in frequent fights (AG 249). At the 
same time, Grace’s story implies that Kinnear had lost interest in Nancy, 
and taken a fancy to Grace. Her friend, Jeremiah the peddler, warns her 
that Kinnear is one of those gentlemen who have a hankering for servant-
girls, comparing such men to dogs which have killed a sheep and 
developed a taste for its flesh, and then must kill another (AG 258). This 
comparison highlights the predatory nature of gender and class 
relationships, as well as the vulnerability of Grace’s position as a working 
woman. When interrogated by Dr. Jordan, however, Grace is reluctant to 
share any details about Kinnear’s behavior towards her: she claims that he 
took no more liberties than is usual with a servant (AG 297). Whether this 
reluctance is because of Grace’s firm belief in not speaking ill of the dead, 
or her wish to repress the memory of another instance of harassment, is 
left unclear.  

As Grace goes on with her story, the pattern of abuse is revealed in 
all other interactions with men in her life: after the murders, Grace 
escapes with McDermott out of fear for her own life. At least, that is what 
she claims, although McDermott’s confession paints her as the instigator. 
In any case, even if Grace “had him on a string” (AG 384) to get her 
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revenge on Nancy, it cannot be denied that she was in a vulnerable 
position afterwards: she was the only witness to the murders, and had to 
comply with McDermott’s wishes. “For if I was forced in some way to 
marry him, I would be dead and buried in one shake of a lamb’s tail; and if 
he was suspicious of me at present, he would be more so later” (AG 328).  
Grace’s victimization is aggravated once she is arrested and convicted. 
Reverend Verringer, a member of the committee petitioning for Grace’s 
release, tells Dr Jordan that Grace’s confession of having a hand in the 
murders was most likely the result of abuse. Verringer implies that Grace 
suffered a nervous breakdown because of the mistreatment, or that she 
might have faked it to escape abuse. The mistreatment, however, 
continues in the asylum to the point that Grace was suspected of being 
pregnant as a result of rape (AG 84-85).  

 
 “Changing the Pattern”: Constructing Herstory 
 
A number of critics26 have read Grace’s fictive memoir as that of a 

trauma survivor, and regarded Grace’s relationship with Dr Jordan as that 
of a patient and a psychotherapist. It was certainly Atwood’s intention to 
emulate the patient – psychotherapist dynamics, with Jordan’s attempts to 
access Grace’s unconscious via association technique and dreams analysis, 
but in this case it is the patient who has the upper hand. At first it appears 
that Dr Jordan is the one with all the advantages – his gender, class, and 
education put him above Grace – but it soon turns out that Grace holds 
power over him, as a storyteller and as a woman. Jordan’s images of Grace 
stress his dominance and her vulnerability and passivity – he approaches 
her mind “as if it is a locked box,” he tries “to open her up like an oyster” 
(AG 133-134).  

However, we soon come to realize that Grace’s passivity and 
compliance are a form of resistance. Grace is quick to understand that 
Jordan’s interest in her case is motivated by a desire to make a name for 
himself and boost his reputation as a doctor. When Jordan insists he wants 
to help her, Grace muses: “Help is what they offer but gratitude is what 
they want […] He wishes to go home and say to himself, I stuck in my 
thumb and pulled out a plum, what a good boy am I. But I will not be 
anybody’s plum. I say nothing” (AG 49). Grace uses different strategies of 
resistance – silence and evasion, as well as confession, but she is the one 
to choose what to divulge and what to withhold.  She thus cleverly keeps 
Jordan’s interest, and prolongs the time he spends with her, because she is 
aware that this is what he wants. She is the first to realize that Jordan’s 
interest in her has erotic overtones, and tries to manipulate it in her 
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favour. Stanley (2003) argues that Grace’s class and status as a servant 
holds an erotic appeal to the male characters that employ or study her, yet 
also desire sexual mastery over her, whether it is by metaphorical or literal 
imprisonment, or through rescuing her. Her father, her employers, and 
other authority figures have tried to obtain mastery over Grace by keeping 
her in the subjugated position of a servant, a patient, or an object of sexual 
desire, while men like Dr Jordan, Reverend Verringer, the lawyer 
Mackenzie, and Jamie Walsh, the boy who testified against her at the trial 
and whom Grace eventually marries, have all harboured fantasies of 
rescuing her. Both of these narratives force her into the position of a 
victim, either of her own criminal urges that must be contained by male 
authority, or of unfortunate circumstances, her female passivity, and 
weakness, all of which require a man to come to her rescue.  

Grace has also learnt to manipulate male desire to her advantage. 
“It is knowledge of me you crave, doctor,” Grace says in a voiceover in 
CBC’s Alias Grace. Jordan desires “knowledge” of Grace in the Biblical 
sense, but also, more importantly, the knowledge of her secrets. However, 
Grace has seen what has happened to women who had allowed 
themselves to be “known:” Nancy and Mary “were impregnated by their 
employers, were ‘had,’ both sexually and by the skewed codes of an 
unequal social system” (Stanley 378). Grace resists being fully “had” and 
truly “known” by employing secrecy, her refusal to disclose, and her ability 
to construct multiple stories. This gives Grace a measure of power over 
figures of male authority, which is most evident in the case of Simon 
Jordan. 

One of the multiple stories about the murders says that Grace 
perceived that she had excited Kinnear’s sexual interest, and encouraged 
McDermott to kill Nancy and rid herself of a rival. Grace herself tells Jordan 
of the episode in which Kinnear lustfully gazes at her as she is scrubbing 
the dirty kitchen floor. It is this incident that incites Nancy’s jealousy and 
anger, prompting her to dismiss both servants. As it turns out, Kinnear is 
not the only male character with “a hankering for servant girls” – in 
Jordan’s dreams, Grace becomes associated with young maids and female 
factory workers he fantasized about as a boy. Stanley points out that both 
of these men, representing the dominant class, desire Grace, a member of 
the working class, but are ultimately unable to dominate her (378-379). It 
is Grace who survives, while they are consumed: Kinnear is murdered, 
while Jordan, defeated as a professional and a man, goes back to the 
United States, and in a final ironic twist, loses his memory as a result of a 
head injury in the Civil War. 

Grace survives because she has learned to manipulate the male 
gaze, and more broadly, public opinion, and to resist by alternatively 
retreating into silence and offering multiple versions of her story. Her 
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amnesia, bouts of hysteria, and the insanity episode, may be read as her 
means of protest against various oppressive systems of control (Stanley 
2003; Bruun 2012; Mannon 2014). Grace also firmly rejects to be pinned 
down and categorized: there are almost as many versions of her 
personality as there are characters in the novel. To the governor’s wife and 
her friends, she is an object of fear; to the governor’s young daughter, she 
is “a romantic figure;” to Revered Verringer and his circle, she is a victim of 
the corrupt system. Her employers preyed upon her, while Jordan saw her 
as a woman shrouded in mystery, needing to be rescued. Many times in 
the novel Grace is associated with figures representing the disruptive or 
monstrous feminine power: a witch, a sorceress, Circe, Siren (Wilson 
2000). Her skill at needlework and quilting, as well as storytelling, is 
reminiscent of the Moirai (the Fates) who spin, direct, and sever the 
threads of life.  Her mind is compared to Pandora’s Box, the source of evils 
that spread across the world; this is also the name of the chapter in which 
Grace is hypnotized and apparently speaks in the voice of Mary Whitney, 
who claims that she is the one who controlled Grace’s body at the time of 
the murders. This event, instead of resolving the mystery, only provokes 
more questions both for Jordan and the reader: Is this a genuine case of 
possession? Is this a case of double personality, which developed as a 
result of trauma? Is Grace mentally ill and therefore cannot be held 
responsible for the crime? Or is it a sham? Is Grace an accomplished 
actress, as one of her doctors believed?  

Whether Mary Whitney was a real person or Grace’s fantasy, she is 
finally vindicated when Grace is released from prison, having survived and 
successfully resisted all attempts at being categorized and known. Mary, 
together with other female characters – most notably, Grace’s mother and 
Nancy Montgomery – serves as a double or a mirror for Grace. Their 
unfortunate endings – marriage to an abusive drunkard, a botched 
abortion, violent death – could very well have been Grace’s own fate. Even 
minor characters, like Rachel Humphrey, Jordan’s landlady and Lydia, the 
Governor’s daughter, show how women are imprisoned by social rules, 
and how any transgression is promptly punished. Rachel Humphrey, 
trapped in a loveless marriage with a drunkard, carries on an affair with 
Jordan, hoping that he will marry her. After being abandoned by him, she 
becomes deranged, wandering “by the lakeshore in a black dress and 
cloak,” like a character in a Gothic romance. The vivacious Lydia becomes 
infatuated with Jordan and is disappointed at his abrupt departure. When 
she starts flirting with officers, her parents force her to marry Reverend 
Verringer, after which she becomes “a different person, very subdued and 
pale, with no high spirits any more” (AG 408). The destinies of all these 
women become interwoven with Grace’s own, in a complex web of female 
rivalry and solidarity. It is Grace who, directly or indirectly, becomes 
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involved in each of the women’s lives, and it is Grace’s voice that reports 
what happened to them in the end. Grace tells their stories, as well as her 
own, and by the end of the novel her storytelling becomes the symbol of 
female solidarity and forgiveness: giving voice to those who are silenced.  

After Grace hears news of her pardon and release, she feels adrift, 
not knowing where to go or what to do with her life. However, she finds 
out that everything has been arranged for her to go to the United States 
and marry her childhood admirer, Jamie Walsh. Jamie was a boy who 
sometimes helped at the Kinnear household, and who testified against 
Grace at the trial. Overcome with guilt, he sought Grace out to offer her a 
new life and a farm of her own. In the final chapter, Grace addresses Dr 
Jordan in a fictional letter, describing her life with Jamie. Mannon believes 
that by marrying Jamie Walsh, Grace gives up her agency, and becomes an 
object of rescue again: “[he is] besotted with her criminal past in a way 
that troubles her; Walsh likes to think he caused her suffering, that he was 
‘the author of all’ (456).” It is true that Grace indulges him by retelling the 
details of her deprivations and abuse in prison and the asylum, and grants 
him her forgiveness. But it is ultimately Grace that is the author of this 
narrative: “He insists on being forgiven, [...] and who am I to refuse him 
such a simple thing?” After all, Grace muses, “I suppose it isn’t the first lie 
I’ve told: [...] a little white lie such as the angels tell is a small price to pay 
for peace and quiet” (AG 438). Grace once again becomes Scheherazade, 
one of her many aliases, spinning her tales to amuse the sultan and ensure 
her survival. 

 
I had a rage in my heart for many years, against Mary Whitney, and 
especially against Nancy Montgomery; against the two of them 
both, for letting themselves be done to death in the way that they 
did, and for leaving me behind with the full weight of it. For a long 
time I could not find it in me to pardon them. (AG 439) 
 
In the final scene, Grace is seen making her own Tree of Paradise 

quilt, “changing the pattern a little to suit my own ideas” (AG 440). In 
accordance with her belief that “guilt comes to you not from the things 
you’ve done, but from the things that others have done to you” (AG 365), 
when Grace is finally pardoned, she is able to let go of her rage and extend 
the pardon to Mary and Nancy. She weaves a patch of Mary’s white 
petticoat, Nancy’s pink floral dress, and her own faded prison gown into 
her quilt, embroidering them with red stitching, “to blend them in as a part 
of the pattern” (AG 441). She thus symbolically accepts Mary, serving as 
her criminal alter ego, and Nancy, serving as her victim, as extensions of 
herself, and patches together different fragments of her life and of her 
identity into a unified pattern.  
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 Conclusion 

 
The theme of a multifaceted and fragmentary identity often 

appears in Atwood’s poetry and prose; as her protagonist Elaine Risley 
notes: “There is never only one, of anyone” (Cat’s Eye 1988: 13). According 
to Sherill Grace (191), Atwood’s novels such as The Handmaid’s Tale and 
Cat’s Eye belong to the genre of female autobiographical writing.  As a 
large part of Alias Grace is made up of the protagonist’s first-person 
narration of her life, Sherill Grace’s theory can be applied to this novel as 
well. In the “male” autobiography, the subject (I) is individualistic, 
asserting its separateness from others, while “the female model of 
autobiography, like the female model of identity, stresses inter-
dependence, community, multiplicity [...] The female autobiographical ’I’ is 
more like a process than a product, and its discourse is more likely to be 
iterative, cyclical, incremental and unresolved, even a mystery.” Indeed, 
the enigma of Grace Marks’s guilt or innocence is never resolved, and the 
novel ends with another puzzle: Grace notices certain changes in her body, 
which may be the result of pregnancy or a fatal illness: “It is strange to 
know you carry within yourself either a life or a death, but not to know 
which one” (AG 440). Grace’s narrative contains not only her own story, 
but also her family’s, Mary Whitney’s, Nancy Montgomery’s, and 
fragments of other characters’ histories. It also contains authentic insights 
into the life of poor Irish immigrants, into those of servants, into Canadian 
politics in the 1840s and 1850s, into class relations, gender roles, 
institutionalized violence in prisons and asylums, and finally into widely 
accepted attitudes towards women, the working class, the criminal, and 
the mentally ill. Thus, her narrative contains all the different aspects of her 
life that have shaped her identity.  

Grace understands that one’s identity is also shaped by social 
values and expectations and in her own case by legal institutions and social 
censure. “You should ask the lawyers and the judges, and the newspaper 
men, they seem to know my story better than I do myself” (AG 48), she 
tells Dr Jordan bitterly. Her story was taken away from her, so that she 
“might as well have been made of cloth, and stuffed, with a china head” 
(AG 295). Grace’s experiences with the legal system and the media reflect 
the attitudes towards women and the lower classes in the 19th century, 
when they were either represented as helpless victims or as heinous 
villains; in both cases they were silenced and their agency was taken from 
them. The symbolic image of a stuffed doll with a china head conveys 
Grace’s sense of helplessness and, more broadly, of feminine docility. 
However, Grace’s case continued to fascinate audiences precisely because 
this docility turned out to be an illusion. In the Author’s Afterword, 
Atwood comments:  
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Attitudes towards [Grace] reflected contemporary ambiguity about 
the nature of women: was Grace a female fiend and temptress, the 
instigator of the crime and the real murderer of Nancy 
Montgomery, or was she an unwilling victim, forced to keep silent 
by McDermott’s threats and by fear of her own life? (AG 445) 
 
As Darroch notes, Atwood has pointed out many times that our 

own age shares many of the ambiguous notions about women, sexuality, 
and criminality, and so Alias Grace contains a sophisticated critique of both 
the past and the present. Unhealthy fascination with crime, violence, and 
sexuality, fed by sensationalized reporting, is both a historical and 
contemporary feature. Grace has become a true celebrity because of her 
crime. On the surface, she has experienced social censure, but at the same 
time, her fame as a murderess is enthralling and sexually charged. Grace 
indicates that she is aware that the social censure only masks a true moral 
hypocrisy:  

 
That is what really interests them – the gentlemen and the ladies 
both. They don’t care if I killed anyone, I could have cut dozens of 
throats, it’s only what they admire in a soldier, they’d scarcely 
blink. No: was I really a paramour, is their chief concern, and they 
don’t even know themselves whether they want the answer to be 
no or yes” (AG 27).  
 

On the one hand, Grace is expected to tell the truth, but on the other 
hand, the dominant social structures have already decided what the truth 
is. 

Using autobiographical speech, strategic silence, and evasion, and 
in maintaining the enigma of her personality, Grace Marks successfully 
(re)constructs and reclaims her story, accepting different aspects of her 
identity in the process. Whatever she may be guilty of, she ultimately 
positions herself as an agent rather than a victim or object of rescue. 
Grace’s comment that  

 
It is not the culprits who need to be forgiven; rather it is the 
victims, because they are the ones who cause all the trouble. If 
they were only less weak and careless, and more foresightful, and 
if they would keep from blundering into difficulties, think of all the 
sorrow in the world that would be spared (AG 439)  
 

should not be read as placing the blame on the victims, but rather as a 
breaking of this pattern. It is an invitation to women to become agents of 



Journal of Language and Literary Studies    123 

 
change and speak out against harassment and injustice: not to be victims 
but to break the silence. Time’s article on the #MeToo movement, “The 
Silence Breakers,” says: 

 
This reckoning appears to have sprung up overnight. But it has 
actually been simmering for years, decades, centuries. Women 
have had it with bosses and co-workers who not only cross 
boundaries but don't even seem to know that boundaries exist. 
They've had it with the fear of retaliation, of being blackballed, of 
being fired from a job they can't afford to lose. They've had it with 
the code of going along to get along. They've had it with men who 
use their power to take what they want from women. These 
silence breakers have started a revolution of refusal. 
 
Recent events have shown how Alias Grace, as a novel giving voice 

to the marginalized and the silenced, continues to be relevant and 
modern, giving us an opportunity to reflect on the ways the position of 
women has (not) changed. The main protagonist, with her refusal to 
comply to social expectations, her passive stubborn strength, her powerful 
autobiographical voice, and her aura of a trickster-creator, remains one of 
the most authentic and fascinating female characters of Atwood’s opus. 
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ZVANIČNA ISTORIJA I ŽENSKA STORIJA U ROMANU ALIJAS GREJS 
MARGARET ATVUD  

 
 U ovom radu razmatra se kako Grejs Marks, glavna junakinja i 
naratorka romana Alijas Grejs (1996) preoblikuje svoju povest, koja se 
sastoji od različitih, često protivrečnih, priča o njenom životu i zločinu zbog 
koga je osuđena. U tim pričama se odražava dominantni diskurs 
patrijarhalnog društva, iz kog je Grejs izopštena, zbog svog pola, društvene 
klase, godina i porekla. Za pravne institucije, crkvu, lekare i novinare Grejs 
predstavlja remetilački faktor: ona je žena koja je počinalac ili saučesnik u 
ubistvu, i/ili pripadnica radničke klase koja se usudila da poremeti 
društveni poredak. Do kraja romana, otkriva se da Grejs nije pasivna žrtva, 
već aktivna učesnica događaja koja preispituje zvaničnu istoriju i kreira 
svoju, žensku storiju, i koja se suprotstavlja očekivanjima dominantnih 
društvenih slojeva. U radu će se pokazati da je Alijas Grejs roman koji 
prikazuje i preispituje položaj žena u društvu devetnaestog veka, i nameće 
teme koje su aktuelne i danas.    
 
 Ključne reči: Margaret Atvud, Alijas Grejs, istorija, položaj žena, 
društveni poredak. 
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Abstract: History is usually written by the winners; those who lose retain their 

own. The extent to which these differ and whether the differences affect the fate 

of mankind are all issues that require constant rendering and re-examination. The 

future confidently retains the answers, but do these answers change the 

circumstances? Can philosophy, feminist literary criticism or post-structural 

theories obscure the meaning of fiction? We are composed of strange particles 

that create our being and identity, which does not likely pave the way to our 

becoming true by solely ‘static’ existence, but by one that unites the past, present 

and the future. Such particles placed on the platform of literary expression 

sometimes have the character of a more permanent testimony to history, either 

written, or to-be-written. One figure, who struggled to raise our awareness and to 

remind us that the essay can represent a dialogue, that the reader carries special 

importance and a role in both the creation and reception of artistic skills, yet that 

language and meaning do not have a stable structure, was Virginia Adeline 

Stephen Woolf, who was rewriting and reclaiming both individual and common 

histories. Reflecting on the dilemmas and perplexities of both historical and 

fictional structural norms in literature, Mrs. Woolf unobtrusively portrayed an 

androgynous and ever-living creature in her novel Orlando, who seeks, among 

other feats, to re-evaluate the importance of witnessing and re-examining history. 

 

Keywords: history, fiction, philosophy, feminist literary criticism, post-

structuralism. 

 

 

 History and Time: The Intersection of Reality and Fiction  
 
 Historians should perhaps have the best and closest insights into 
what the past, present or future have dealt with and are to deal with: at 
least that is what we are mostly inclined to take for granted. They may 
consider, as Edward H. Carr noted in his book What Is History? (1961), that 
knowledge of the past “[h]as come down through one or more human 
minds, has been 'processed' by them, and therefore cannot consist of 
elemental and impersonal atoms which nothing can alter” (Carr 2). The 
exploration seems to be endless, he argues, emphasising that some 
impatient scholars take refuge in scepticism, or at least in the doctrine 
that, since all historical judgements involve people and points of view, this 
makes one become as good as another and there is no “objective” 
historical truth. This appears a difficult riddle to answer. Permeated by 
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various thinkers from philosophy to literature, science and medicine, law 
and anthropology, all seemingly intersect as embedded feats of duration 
and space in terms of history. One could believe that artists might perhaps 
possess the most vigorous weaponry to confront and/or harbour both 
fictional and factual verities if we scratch deeper into what their works 
disclose. But this rather raises questions of factuality or, to be more 
precise, whether the faces of history come to us “pure,” if they actually 
exist in pure form. What may appear as demanding or challenging to 
readers is understanding of the past through the eyes of the present.  

 When Henri Bergson argued that raison understood life only 
statically and not in its authenticity, that is, in its duration, the starting 
point for understanding traced from duration was intuitively revealed. 
History, therefore, should percept time in its “moments of being” what 
Virginia Woolf tried to demystify through her ever-living protagonist. As 
philosophy, on the other side, attempts to unveil the essence of the world 
manifested through creative works, intuition finds this in all manifestations 
of life. Élan vital therefore becomes the breaking point by which  

 
[c]oncepts break up the continuous flow of reality into parts 
external to one another, they further the interests of language 
and social life and are useful primarily for practical purposes. But 
they give us nothing of the life and movement of reality; rather by 
substituting for this an artificial reconstruction, a patchwork of 
dead fragments, they lead to the difficulties which have always 
beset the intellectualist philosophy, and which on its premises are 
insoluble. (Bergson 6) 

  
 In an attempt to unify the categories of time and duration in the 

so-called durée, the principle suggests that “[t]he idea of homogeneous 
and measurable time is shown to be an artificial concept, formed by the 
intrusion of an idea of space into the realm of pure duration” (Bergson 7). 
If, therefore, the idea of space can determine duration, it is quite 
inevitable that one will not perceive the same concept which Virginia 
Woolf implied through her novel Orlando: A Biography (1928). In this 
neatly and devotedly wrapped present for her intimate friend, Vita 
Sackville-West, Woolf rounds off a world of existence in which life 
metaphorically presents an endless cycle of being and becoming: a cycle 
that in terms of history relieves our mind of any doubt that we are 
temporary. The search for “moments of being” as Woolf understands 
them, should prove that once we manage to “grasp” them – regardless of 
their extent – we grasp history. That is why contemplations on time 
throughout the novel seem to re-postulate the mapping of a narrative 
onto a philosophical platform of modern thought. It seems that not only 
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was Woolf ‘playing’ fiction through Orlando, but she was also removing the 
layers of the past that had been laid down as sediment, leaving only the 
very finest particles in suspension. These particles come as ideas on how 
an author, a biographer or a historian may trace his/her way towards 
ultimate truths. It is a search where answers are hardly or not at all 
revealed, yet Woolf suggests wittingly and somewhat satirically that truths 
are always visible between the written lines, and nowhere else. Thus the 
category of time intermingles Orlando’s actions as undoubtedly enigmatic 
enough to trigger anyone’s mind: 

 
An hour, once it lodges in the queer element of the human 
spirit, may be stretched to fifty or a hundred times its clock 
length; on the other hand, an hour may be accurately 
represented on the timepiece of the mind by one second. 
(Woolf 65) 

 
 Subsequently, Woolf presents her view of the secrets of poetry, 

literature, art, love and truth, through Orlando’s deliberate choices which 
often leave the historian in perplexity. For example, Orlando asks Aleander 
Pope to join her on her walk home: here Woolf emphasises an important 
issue where duration reveals its (un)sustainability in history. It is easy to 
grasp the importance of historical heritage, but it is not easy to preserve its 
authenticity. As the cycle of existence is shown as endless and repeatable, 
it proves intriguing enough to develop further on different philosophical 
ideas and premises.  

 Classified as a subtle science-fiction satire which encompasses 
individual and common histories, Orlando incorporates portrayals of real 
people intermingled with personal impressions to reveal an overview or a 
retrospective of life which is predominantly determined by free will and 
limitless spaces. The idea of thinking up and preparing a present for a close 
friend has in fact unleashed Woolf’s creativity to challenge all the buried 
truths and secrets, daring them to come to light and affect history, even 
fictionally. It never implied any indifference of hers towards many 
significant historical facts. Reflecting on the dilemmas of fictionalisation of 
history Woolf’s ever-living protagonist also becomes a fictitious 
sublimation where transience and durability, space and identity, 
biographies and myths intersect with each other. Being more than 
entertainment and a joy to Woolf, the writing of Orlando, as Jane Goldman 
sees it, represented something that repeatedly “placed the reader on 
treacherous ground, between granite and rainbow,27 between recognising 

                                                 
27.

 The terms “granite and rainbow” refer to Woolf’s work which L. Strachey and H. 
Nicholson referred to as inspiration for their work and creativity. 
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portraits of real people at the same time as acknowledging the licence of 
fiction” (Goldman 66). 

 Wishing to emphasise the importance of historic values presented 
in fiction that in time modify due to different biogaphic interpretations, 
Virginia Woolf also emphasised the importance of anonymity, in which she 
finds one suitable form of perception. “Over the obscure man is poured 
the merciful suffusion of darkness. None knows where he goes or comes. 
He may seek the truth and speak it; he alone is free; he alone is truthful; 
he alone is at peace” (Woolf 67). In allowing the mind to act freely, it 
thereby pursues countless ways to explore its limits. Such unusual spaces 
are also illustrated by Perry Meisel through the significant influence in 
style and aesthetics from the 19th century essayist and artist Walter Pater. 
According to the vocabulary of assessment and analysis, we undertake 

 
a search for the perfect fusion of form and matter in the work of 
art; the desire that superfluity be eliminated from the work of art; 
the requirement that the author or artist exercise self-discipline, 
or “ascesis” (Pater’s term), the criterion that the author’s or 
artist’s work express his or her personality. 

 
Again, the “problem” of expression that artists face undoubtedly 

unfolds before the reader. Seeking to uncover unpredictable forces that 
orchestrate the stream of consciousness, Woolf presents history as 
defenseless in terms of fiction. Therefore, she created Orlando’s identity as 
a reminder to what we are liable to forget preserving the facts from the 
oppressive flow of time.  
 
 The “Finger of Death” as a Reminder of Things Past or Identity 
Wakening 
 
 As we often seem to find ourselves in search of lost time or simply 
in “remembrance of things past,” it is logical to have our thoughts diverge 
into myriads of different paths. When Marcel Proust struggled to reveal art 
using involuntary memory as the principal ‘tool’ to prove its triumph over 
the destructive power of time, the nature of art appeared to point to a 
different theory. That theory tends to prove that we all are capable of 
producing art, if we take our experiences and transform them into 
understanding and maturity. One of the 20th century’s radical 
philosophers, Gilles Deleuze, adopted Proust’s ideas to his own thesis, 
which in this context represented no memory and no past, but the simple 
method of learning to use “signs” to understand and communicate 
ultimate reality, whereby an individual is placed in the process of 
becoming an artist. All life-changing events, through Orlando’s half-
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dreaming trance or time slept through, inevitably affect human life by this 
phenomenon that Woolf called the “finger of death.” Although it is present 
in almost all her works, the finger of death metaphorically tends to keep 
an individual awakened and alive; and history alerted. The alertness should 
not be aimed only at preserving historic facts, but also at “uneathing” 
those that failed notification. At the same time, such moments in fiction 
affect the stratification of identity, whereby the layers always manage to 
regenerate. Thus, the finger of death in the flow of life presents a warning 
or a sign on the road:  
 

Has the finger of death to be laid on the tumult of life from time 
to time lest it rend us asunder? Are we so made that we have to 
take death in small doses daily or we could not go on with the 
business of living? And then what strange powers are these that 
penetrate our most secret ways and change our most treasured 
possessions without our willing it? (Woolf 56) 
 

 Considering them highly productive, Woolf again symbolically 
sacrifices those points of interruption or reversal to the cycle of life. In 
such an occasional invoking of death, the ideas of purpose and continuity 
of existence recur, and identity is being renewed, appearing always 
altered. Woolf then assumes the role of memory in the process of 
repetition as the way towards the fulfilment of the transcendental. If we 
refer to Hellenic philosophy, we find repetition equated with memory, and 
according to Kierkegaard’s idea of repetition, this phenomenon is 
characterised as the courage to confess to ourselves what we need to fulfil 
our spirits. Also, to some modern philosophers, literature provides more 
than a theoretical or philosophical background for our involuntary memory 
to develop and stand on. A peculiar fact that raises many philosophical 
issues is that Woolf’s perception remained introverted. Prousts concept of 
the corrosion of being in the flow of time as the instability of interpersonal 
relations and the problematic nature of the structure of identity, 
encouraged Woolf’s idea to prove Orlando’s instability and vulnerability, 
his/her rationality and delusion as inseparable feats which emanate not 
only his/her temperament, but they reflect the changes in history. The 
effects of such changes may be disputable, but they are never irrational. 
Likewise, the reader encounters the idea of repetition as a phenomenon 
supposedly experienced and known, but, as Kierkegaard argues, repetition 
is rather an apt expression for what “recollection” represented to the 
Greeks. 

 
 Repetition and recollection are the same movement, only in 
opposite directions; therefore repetition, if it is possible, makes 
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a man happy, whereas recollection makes him unhappy […] In 
truth, the love of repetition is the only happy love. Like that of 
recollection it has not the disquietude of hope, the anxious 
adventuresomeness of discoverers, nor the sadness of 
recollection; it has the blessed certainty of the instant. 
(Kjerkegor 6) 

 
 Some modernist views predominantly preserved by philosophy 

and the arts develop the idea of the identity concept, either fictional or 
real, where I would refer to Deleuze’s critique of representation. This term, 
assessed in his metaphysical discourse Difference and Repetition (1968), 
postulated models of difference and repetition logically and 
metaphysically prior to any concept of identity. Claiming that all identities 
are the effects of difference, Deleuze argues that there exist differences in 
nature between things of the same genus. According to this idea, not only 
are two things never the same, but the categories we use to identify 
individuals in the first place derive from differences. Novica Milić 
developed this issue of organic repetition as the representations of 
identity. Through these representations, what is being repeated, Milić 
says, cannot be anything other than the same thing. Along with the copy, 
series or multiplication, they ultimately result as confirmation of The One. 
As Deleuze asserts – why should the sun be always new? The argument 
directly overshadows innovativeness, invention, production, genesis and 
eventually history. Milić suggests that: 

  
Deleuze sets the reverse, radical hypothesis: repetition is not the 
re-production of One/The Same, but the creation from the 
different, for the different (only differences are repeated, and 
only repetitions differ). It is the idea of distinction without 
negation, confirmation of the Sun or Life, at the price of the day, 
whose meaning we still do not understand. (Milić) 

 
 What is interesting about this premise is that Deleuze’s 

philosophical observation traces precisely Virginia Woolf as a subject or 
identity driven not only by the problem of maturing and aging, but by 
becoming, as one specific emanation of subject and identity. Continuing 
the main thought from his course on Nietzsche and philosophy, the main 
problem appears as the power or the force, i.e. the will to power and the 
eternal recurrence. The question of whether or not the eternal can always 
be new generates dilemmas as to whether it is or is not the same that can 
be “forever returning.” As Deleuze thinks that what is the same can only 
be the repetition of difference, eternal recurrence can cancel the existence 
of both the first and last time – that is the source or the original, seeing the 
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destination as the terminus or end. Relying on the treatise of simulacra by 
Jean Baudrillard, Milić develops this problem as caused by the absence of 
the original, which by replacing the copy model creates only a copy of a 
copy, where the “riginal face to be revealed” is missing. This is where the 
problem of beginning comes into focus. In Woolf’s works generally, the 
problem of the beginning, or beginnings, gains a philosophical form in 
which her approach to writing reflects universal rules of the principles of 
identity. Such principles are however brought into doubt by Deleuze. 
Noticeably, identifications are here detected as priorities to be produced. 
Why? Because identity automatically becomes a simulacrum, which is 
neither the original nor a copy. Almost the same – if not original – 
‘identifications’ in Woolf’s works become recurrently new: “I meant to 
write about death, only life came breaking in as usual” (Woolf 1953, 43) an 
entry in her diary reads. With its de-territorialisation28 or point of 
intersection (rather than interruption), Woolf turns identification with 
death into priority-to-identity principles.  

As a unique emanation of identity primarily regarding artistic 
achievements that Deleuze traced in Virginia Woolf’s works, these theories 
were also developed by many contemporary critics. Claire Colebrook sees 
the problem as a process in which any confirmation of a woman as a 
subject must not be doubled or confronted to man’s, but must confirm the 
self as an event in the process of becoming. All these theses considered, it 
is obvious that the process of becoming requires deeper insight into what 
this may unpack. Colebrook further analyses and interprets the problem of 
Deleuze’s becoming a female author as that of becoming a woman. Since 
man is traditionally defined as a ‘being in its existence’, that is, as an 
obvious basis or base for identity politics and recognition, woman, as his 
‘other’, offers the ‘opening’ of becoming, and she functions according to 
the principle of the thinking-woman not as a complementary being, but as 
the instability or insubordination that surrounds every being. Colebrook 
sees the idea as an incentive towards understanding the notion of 
“otherness” which, by becoming male, defines the female. 

 
For a being – an entity, identity or subject – is always the effect 
of a universal becoming. What makes this becoming girl-like? 
Its radical relation to man: not as his other or opposite (woman) 
but as the very becoming of man’s other. And so when Deleuze 
and Guattari applaud the style of Woolf, they do so not because 

                                                 
28.

 “Deterritorialisation” is a term signifying the concept created by Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari in their philosophical work Anti-Oedipus (1972). It first occurs in 
French psychoanalytic theory to refer, broadly, to the fluid, dissipated and schizophrenic 
nature of human subjectivity in contemporary capitalist cultures. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Concept
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilles_Deleuze
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/F%C3%A9lix_Guattari
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/F%C3%A9lix_Guattari
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-Oedipus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychoanalytic
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she is a woman writer but because she writes woman. 
(Buchanan 2) 

 The two post-structuralist philosophers nicknamed Les enfants 
sauvages (probably after Truffaut’s 1969 L’Enfant Sauvage, whereby a 
small digression here will point to Guattari’s physical resemblance to 
Truffaut’s protagonist) analyse Virginia Woolf’s style in writing as an 
exemplar for the new mode of becoming. Aiming to establish a kind of 
isolated authenticity of any artefact, they suggest that the only possible 
procedure in the realisation of this process is by repeating the difference. 
This indisputably develops further into processes of repetition of diversity 
that do not originate from one direction, but spread out into several so-
called rhizomatic networks, where repetition is what is actually being 
disguised to be constituted as such, and vice versa. The “rhizomatic 
thinking” that defines it, additionally produces becoming, and not being. 
As it is forever moving; the rhizome has no beginning or ending. Under the 
influence of chaos and complexity theories, Deleuze and Guattari transfer 
the idea to the study of subjectivity where it is appearing, societies where 
they are changing, and the world where it is being re-created. As stated 
earlier, due to the special relationship of women towards male standards, 
all becomings (of a child, an animal or a plant) begin with “becoming-
woman.” But one significant point emphasised by Colebrook devises the 
binary opposition beyond it which is to confirm the “becoming-woman” by 
passing through to other becomings “[s]o that man and woman can be 
seen as events within a field of singularities, events, atoms and particles” 
(Buchanan 2). Then she refers to Deleuze’s arguments to confirm his 
commendation of Woolf’s style. Arguments suggest that “[t]he only way to 
get outside the dualisms is to be between, to pass between, the 
intermezzo – that is what Virginia Woolf lived with all her energies, in all of 
her work, never ceasing to become” (Deleuze and Guattari, 281). 
Observing intermezzos as a form of becoming, specifically through Virginia 
Woolf, may also point to her quest for identity inside the process of non-
repetition as thinking the difference. In that way, the primacy of identity as 
well as the way in which identity is recognised is determined by the world 
of representation. 

 
 Androgyny as a Social or Individual Phenomenon: Effects on 
Literary and Theoretical Valuation  

 
 Not only through Orlando, but through all her works, Virginia 
Woolf often strikes the reader as being unable to differentiate or separate 
rationality from delusion. It can be concluded therefore that she seems to 
“plunge” into the literary subject of androgyny having one aim in mind: to 
build a paravane for supperssed cultural differences. In reference to this, 
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Emily Dalgarno argues that “a culture that does not tolerate what is 
foreign forces the writer to flee, in order to create another world in the 
written language, […] a world that Proust figured as the world of an 
androgynous race” (Dagarno 13). Orlando, as a biography, allowed Woolf 
to re-enact the actual circumstances as the convergence of multiple 
possibilities of our relationship with history. Either general or personal, the 
relationship towards history, and the past in this case, locates the property 
of Knole, Vita’s aristocratic ancestry in Kent. Being a girl, she could never 
inherit the house to which her imagination and soul were in thrall. 
Growing into a free-spirited and emancipated woman involved in a 
modern marriage of the time, she served as a justifiably perfect model for 
an androgynous character that Woolf had developed. Parallel to portraying 
her personality, she saw Vita’s historical background as neglected and 
factually important, restoring Vita to Knole, although in reality it broke 
Vita’s heart when it was handed over to the National Trust. During the 
blooming and lavish Elizabethan era, life depicted through Orlando’s eyes 
was a world where, “[t]heir morals were not ours; nor their poets; nor 
their climate; nor their vegetables even. Everything was different […] The 
brilliant amorous day was divided as sheerly from the night as land from 
water” (Woolf 2006, 41). Yet life was demanding answers to the mysteries 
of Nature too: “she asked herself what this beauty was; whether it was in 
things themselves, or only in herself; so she went on to the nature of 
reality, which led her to truth, which in its turn, led to Love, Friendship, 
Poetry…” (Woolf 2006, 41) in reminding us of the very need to reclaim our 
rightful ownership over our denied property, it seems to be not just 
“property” we have been deprived of – it is the space of our living pulse, 
one unlived and unexplored but abandoned in its tenant-like status inside 
the standstills of our memory. 

 No longer questioning his/her sex, Orlando escapes the world and 
returns to it, escapes from him/herself and returns to him/herself. 
Numerous encounters and acquaintances with the geniuses who pass 
through her life apparently re-inscribe histories, both personal and 
general. By counterbalancing the dimensions of space with perpetual 
changeability, Melba Cuddy-Keane suggests that it depends on our 
perception – not of objective factualities, but of the way that either 
variables or continuities, progress or stagnation, loss or abundance will 
develop. In order to unearth and change our connection with history 
related to the meaning of the text itself, she envisages:  

 
Since the text can mean different things at different times, to 
different readers, historical reading means not getting at the 
authoritative original meaning but finding a way, through the 
multiplicities of the text, to discover the meanings of most value 
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for the present. It is this quality of excess in the relation between 
the written work and the reader that gives to literature its 
perpetual life. (Cuddy-Keane 157) 

 
 This can also serve as a model for ‘abstract’ categories such as 

death, as Deleuze alludes to in his metaphysical discourse. But if we place 
it within the philosophical spectrum, we shall inevitably fall for that 
seemingly perplexing philosophy of difference, which no term can still 
adequately articulate. The problem actually suggests that, if repetition by 
itself is transgression and difference, simulacrum and mask are our 
existence and life. Deleuze asserts that “[r]epetition is truly that which 
disguises itself in constituting itself, that which constitutes itself only by 
disguising itself” (Deleuze 17). He claims that there is: 

 
[t]herefore nothing repeated which may be isolated or abstracted 
from the repetition in which it was formed, but in which it is also 
hidden. There is no bare repetition which may be abstracted or 
inferred from the disguise itself. The same thing is both disguising 
and disguised. (Deleuze 17) 

 
 This is to indicate how Virginia Woolf had been more than aware 

of Deleuze and Guattari’s equating of the modern world with a 
simulacrum. Her suspicions that, in the modern world all identities are 
simulated, she is ready to defeat by transcending the subject with the very 
substance of identity. Considering history, whatever truth we might strive 
for or whatever truth we apparently acquire, uncertainty occurs as the 
only possible form of either the material or metaphysical. Concretely, 
Woolf’s trepidation that an artistic nuance of a complementary meaning 
cannot be caught and left unprofaned is in line with Deleuze’s thesis of her 
writing-woman and her becoming. This also points to her artistic method 
again corresponding with the repetition of difference. In that case, due to 
a more subconscious struggle with words and their accommodation into 
appropriate positions, she was regaining the effect of a non-simulated 
identity, because her subject always transcended the identity of the 
substance. It appears evident enough how her ideas of literary and 
theoretical valuation all aim to re-examine the effects not only of historical 
backgrounds, but of life in general, and they are emphasised even more 
strongly as they originate from a neutral, i.e. androgynous, narrative 
perspective.
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 If I Rename History, Do I Reclaim My Destiny? 
 
 Woolf’s exceptional attempt to unveil the mystery of a solid 
author aimed to emphasise the importance of the androgynous form of 
writing, which was soemthing she later developed in her discourse A Room 
of One’s Own. According to the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl, a 
transcendental or what-is-general-and-necessary philosophy, the targeted 
study of “essence” presupposes the obtaining of intuitive “evidence,” in 
order to perceive so-called “intentional objects of consciousness.” Thus, 
the problem of becoming undergoes analyses that induce theories of 
molar and molecular politics as the two dynamic and motivating systems. 
Deleuze and Guattari claim that the molar is political as it represents the 
basis, identity or subject, while the molecular represents the mobile, active 
and continuous challenge of becoming. Colebrook again reveals these 
ideas as a process in which every confirmation of a woman as a subject is 
important in the process of becoming: 
 

Both Kristeva and Deleuze refer to Woolf as an exception to a set 
of normative models understood as psychoanalytic, an exception 
located in her characterisations but also in her style and in her life. 
Woolf produces this “girl” as an escape from Oedipalised 
territories and, as Orlando exemplifies, from any other fixing of 
the girl in relation to sexual difference concretised as a binary 
opposition located in either the body or identity. There is no girl in 
Orlando, only a boy who becomes a woman. While Kristeva would 
see this as symptomatic of the girl’s traumatic struggle with the 
paternal symbolic, the girl might otherwise be seen, as Deleuze 
and Guattari infer in A Thousand Plateaus, as a name for 
Orlando’s process of becoming-woman. (Buchanan and Colebrook 
78)  

 
 Through such a process, Orlando still does not grow up, and 

Deleuze says that women urgently need to lead their molecular politics by 
regaining their own organism, their own history, their own subjectivity. But 
he also claims that it is dangerous to limit oneself to an object that does 
not work without “drying up a spring or stopping a flow” Deleuze and 
Guattari, 276). Hereby we face another problem in reclaiming our 
destinies: Orlando’s femininity is based on androgyny which points to an 
intimate love act that can define a woman in her process of becoming. 
Possible self-disclosure appears as a condition that, in the case of a man, 
results in his “freeing-of-the-burden.” On the other side, she remains a 
stability that is always alone in her self, but unlike man, she again connects 
with herself through his imprint. This position transforms her identity and 
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through such repetition of difference she never appears the same. This 
confirms the unique structure of the female psyche, as well as the 
superiority of her physique over the male one. Perhaps it is a central 
question about how a woman succeeds in “preserving” her identity by 
becoming through the repetition of difference. The French feminist 
theoretician, Luce Irigaray, examines how a woman can break free from 
the subordinate position of an accompanying “other” so that she becomes 
an expression of different difference, pure difference, a completely new 
plan of becoming, from which difference can be multiplied and these differ 
in particular from one another. Here, the idea centres around the potential 
becoming of a real-life woman, in all her various ways of understanding 
and inhabiting the position of her subject – which is what we find in an 
analysis of the bifurcation between a woman as a presentation and a 
woman as an experience, given by Teresa de Lauretis. 

 The historical definition of “life lived” with the concepts of social 
formations did not succeed in determining the identity of Orlando as 
belonging to any social group. While religion historically uses the 
knowledge of the self to – as Michel Foucault says – “alter behaviour, to 
train or correct individuals” (Foucault 203), his essay Technologies of the 
Self (1988) reveals that since the 18th century, “[t]he techniques of 
verbalisation have been reinserted in a different context by the so-called 
human sciences in order to use them without renunciation of the self but 
to constitute, positively, a new self” (Luther, Gutman, and Hutton, 49). 
Consequently, the modern “proliferation” of the way to talk about sex 
would be the key to understanding the “new” self. For Catherine Driscoll, 
the same problem appears as a manifestation of the technology for 
producing and managing the special force of the self. It is confirmed by its 
‘secret’ representation not only in psychoanalysis but also in contemporary 
discourses on new morality and sexual education. Orlando’s production of 
the new technology of the self gives rise to the absurdity of the marriage 
vow as an imposed conformist position. Identity transformations also rise 
under the same effect: the wilderness, in its most solemn form, ceases to 
‘live the identity’ and one is left with either resignation or death. Orlando 
is aware that marriage involves support, responsibility and companionship 
in a life that is not in the least like all those solid props found in brief 
encounters with sun and rain, people and animals, arts and the spaces she 
has been ruling. Everything has been taken away from her: becoming 
tamed and naked, wrapped by unsolvable mystery, all the answers lie 
equally far from the (un)truth. This “(un)truth” actually appears to be as 
ancient as life itself: it was, it is, and it will be; but its secret is 
impenetrable to any human. “I have sought happiness through many ages 
and not found it; fame and missed it; love and not known it; life—and 
behold, death is better” (Woolf 2006, 121). 
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 What Friedrich Nietzsche saw as the positivity of nihilism, Virginia 

Woolf represented through her poetic discourse. Nothing particularly 
grandiose separates life from death, they are almost on the same 
longitude of subjectivity and objectivity. Difference may occur only as an 
effect of individual interpretation. According to existentialism, either as 
emanation of fiction or a correlative concept related to life itself, death 
becomes the utmost possession of a being. “For what more terrifying 
revelation can there be than that it is the present moment” (Woolf 2006, 
141). The present moment becomes terrible in any form, the past is 
haunting and the future shaded and obscured. Not only do times collide 
“posthumously,” but different eras also collide, bringing about the regress 
of civilisation, uniformed men and women resembling each other, night 
becoming day under illumination: we seem to be mislaying the 
fundamental definitions of identity and space. Like Proust’s storage of 
impressions inside the subconscious, as a comfort for times lost, we can 
always restore the level of consciousness of the body’s sensual memories, 
remembering not only events, but also passions and emotions that have 
passed. The empirical being has the intelligence of a mature narrator, and 
life according to this “rule” becomes a masterpiece itself. However, time, 
being the cause of all metamorphoses or modifications of identity, loses 
the battle in its quest for meaning. Proust’s idea of the corrosion of being 
through the flow of time mainly determines the body’s psyche – Orlando 
has lost one identity in order to acquire another, has outlived time to 
overcome the nonsense of life. She shapes the art of living according to the 
art of taming the flow of the present. 

 While attempting to rename personal histories, we are often 
inclined to re-think the possibilities of the different existence or existences 
that we have failed to experience. Hence, encountering the possibilities 
and chances we never took, some unexpected decisions mark our lives 
without any special wonder. Is it or is it not hard to understand Virginia 
Woolf’s determination to take her own life and terminate it by drowning 
herself in the River Ouse? Does “her story” begin right there and then? 
Some might agree that, circumstances being what they were, no 
alternative was left for her, and she could have figured out no better way. 
One is for certain: she had mastered the art of eternalising life. Moreover, 
there are those who claim that by such an act she had made the “key 
cultural impression” to die a feminist above all. I would say she died a 
woman who was bold and courageous enough to take her own life for the 
sake of saving one. Philosopher Svetlana Slapšak suggests that, besides 
leaving that key cultural impression on her work and life, Woolf’s suicide 
indicated a “perfect trick” to drown a skinny and tiny body with her 
pockets full of stones. And the stones she says preserve the text, the one 
about women and cultural anthropology. Not only does this unusual 
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metaphor eternalise Woolf’s words, both written and unwritten, but it also 
reveals her relationship with death. Life and death carved in stone remain 
one – encrypted in history they represent unity; maybe that is the reason 
she used to cherish her relationship with death as a curious host towards 
an invitée.  
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PONOVNO PRISVAJANJE ISTORIJE I ISPISIVANJE SUDBINA: VIRDŽINIJA 
VULF I ORLANDO U OTKOPAVANJU ZAKOPANOG 

 
 Istoriju obično pišu pobjednici; oni koji izgube čuvaju svoju. Koliko 
se dvije strane razlikuju i da li razlike utiču na sudbinu čovečanstva, pitanja 
su koja zahtievaju preispitivanja. Budućnost sa sigurnošću drži odgovore, 



Journal of Language and Literary Studies    141 

 
ali da li ti odgovori mijenjaju okolnosti? Mogu li filozofija, feministička 
književna kritika ili poststrukturalne teorije zamagliti smisao fikcije? 
Sastavljeni smo od čudnih čestica koje stvaraju naše biće i identitet, ne 
čineći naše oistinjenje isključivo “statičnim”, već onim koje ujedinjuje 
prošlost, sadašnjost i budućnost. Takve čestice postavljene na platformu 
književnog izraza ponekad imaju karakter trajnijeg svjedočanstva povijesti, 
bilo ispisanog ili onog-što-će-se-pisati. Jedna figura, koja podiže našu 
svijest i podsjeća nas da esej može predstavljati dijalog, da čitalac nosi 
poseban značaj i ulogu u stvaranju i primanju umjetničkih vještina, ali i da 
jezik i značenje nemaju stabilnu strukturu, bila je Virdžinija Edlina Stiven 
Vulf. Razmatrajući nedoumice složenost istorijskih i fiktivnih strukturnih 
normi u literaturi, ovaj rad ima za cilj da pokaže kako Vullfova nenametljivo 
uvodi androgino i “vječito” biće romanom Orlando, koje nastoji da odmjeri 
značaj svjedočanstva i preispitivanja date istorije. 
 
 Ključne riječi: istorija, fikcija, filozofija, feministička književna 
kritika, poststrukturalizam. 
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Abstract: This paper attempts to explore the aspects of reviewing personal history 

and analyzing personal identity presented in Margaret Atwood’s novel The 

Handmaid’s Tale. Offred’s story, which is presented to the reader as a written 

narrative reconstructed from tapes two centuries after her death and the end of the 

dictatorship of Gilead, are discussed at a scientific conference held on June 25, 

2195. As a Handmaid in a service of Commander Waterford and a prisoner in his 

household, Offred‘s identity, her past and even her first name are taken away from 

her. Her role is limited to a child bearer only. Throughout the novel, Offred 

rethinks her former life, her tendency to live by ignoring, to take everything for 

granted and to trust fate. She remembers the days in the pre-Gilead society, where 

freedom to do something is replaced with freedom from doing in Gilead. She 

reviews her relationship with her mother and her attitude towards her mother’s 

values and feminism. She recollects her relationship with her husband, her role as a 

mother and her way of life in the pre-Gilead society. Offred compares her previous 

and her present status in a situation in which her personal freedom is almost non-

existent. In her newly-discovered self- awareness, she finds ways to redefine 

herself as a woman, as a lover and even as a victim.  

 

Key Words: identity, history, society, freedom, self-awareness, woman, The 

Handmaid’s Tale. 

 
 
       Introduction 
 
        Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale is a dystopian and 
feminist story published in Canada in 1985. The novel depicts the 
totalitarian society of Gilead, created on crumbling foundations of 20th 
century United States of America and fueled by the decreasing childbirth 
rates and dangerous level of environmental pollution. The Gilead regime is 
built on rigid principles which resemble Puritan society, restricting basic 
human rights, restricting the access to information and maintaining control 
and surveillance over its citizens. Above all, the regime in Gilead focuses on 
exploitation of women who are/ were still able to have living children, 
using them as surrogate mothers in families of the highest ranking state 
officials. In order to justify the policy of enslaving women, the regime of 
Gilead uses the biblical story of Rachel and Jacob and their servant Billah. 
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       Although the novel can be defined as a dystopian one, Margaret 
Atwood herself, in her interview for Time magazine in 2017, states the 
following:  
 

The control of women and babies has been a part of every 
repressive regime in history. This has been happening all along. I 
don’t take it lightly when a politician says something like a 
pregnancy can’t result from a rape because a woman’s body knows 
it and rejects it. There’s an undercurrent of this [type of thinking]. 
And then it rises to the surface sometimes. But The Handmaid’s 
Tale is always relevant, just in different ways in different political 
contexts. Not that much has changed. 

 
       The concepts which define Offred’s identity and her perceptions in 
the novel are analyzed in detail. Apart from the review and analysis of the 
novel, pertinent articles related to the topic are also reviewed.  
      
 The Society of Gilead 
 
 The main character in the novel, Offred presents her perspective 
of Gilead and rethinks her life before and after the regime. Offred views 
her life in the following way: “This is a reconstruction […] When I get out of 
here, if I am ever able to set this down, in any form, even in the form of 
one voice to another, it will be reconstruction then too, at yet another 
remove” (134). Ferns (380) states the following regarding Offred’s story 
and her memories from the previous society: “Offred is only one of 
innumerable individuals who can remember the way things were, who can 
recall the outrages perpetrated in the name of the new order, who can 
contrast now with then and consider the implications of differences.” The 
differences and the sharp contrasts, between her former life and present 
reality, reinforce Offred’s analysis and reviewing of her life, her identity 
and self awareness.  
     Offred’s story, a continuous contrast between the present 
situations she is in and her previous life is presented to the reader as a 
written narrative reconstructed from tapes which were found 
approximately two centuries after her death. By that time, the dictatorship 
of Gilead has ended. Howells argues that Offred storytelling is: “one’s 
woman story of resistance against patriarchal tyranny.” But the irony is 
that Offred, the nameless Handmaid, becomes the only voice recording 
Gilead, as Howells (165) describes it: “Gilead’s principal historian when 
that oral 'herstory' is published two hundred years later.” Therefore, the 
society of Gilead is presented through the words and the voice of one of 
the women, handmaids, mothers, lovers, victims or rebels in Gilead. 
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 Offred’s Name  
  
 Various aspects of this society are discussed at a scientific 
conference held on June 25, 2195, including the content of the tapes and 
the identity of the individuals mentioned. As a Handmaid in a service of 
Commander Waterford and a prisoner in his household, Offred‘s identity, 
her past and even her first name are taken away from her. As she 
remembers her past, she also thinks about her name: 
 

My name isn't Offred, I have another name, which nobody uses 
now because it's forbidden. I tell myself it doesn't matter, your 
name is like your telephone number, useful only to others; but 
what I tell myself is wrong, it does matter. I keep the knowledge of 
this name like something hidden, some treasure I'll come back to 
dig up, one day. I think of this name as buried. This name has an 
aura around it, like an amulet, some charm that's survived from an 
unimaginably distant past. (84) 

 
 Throughout the novel, her first name is not mentioned; although 
Offred recollects and rethinks her past by referring to her former, real 
name which is never revealed to the reader: “I want to be held and told my 
name. I want to be valued, in ways that I am not; I want to be more than 
valuable. I repeat my former name; remind myself of what I once could do, 
how others saw me. I want to steal something” (97). 
      Her words reveal her longing, not only to hear her real name again, 
but also to feel the same way she felt before Gilead: respected, valued and 
wanted. Offred makes a connection between her former name and her 
present name, which again signifies the loss of identity, freedom and self-
respect. Her present name indicates her status in the society and 
Commander Waterford’s home, in addition to the identity of the man who 
owns her. Her present name represents her life and the fact that she is 
deprived of her identity, her freedom and her personal history.  
 
     Offred’s Role as a Child Bearer  
 
     In the society of Gilead, in which the number of healthy children is 
very low, Offred’s role is limited to a child bearer only. Neuman (857) 
describes Offred’s position as follows:  
 

The novel’s outwardly conformist and once independent Offred 
has seen her social value reduced to reproduction, and her 
personal freedom completely curtailed. But the retrospective 
monologue in which she tells her story, reveals her as observant of 
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the gendered configurations of power in both the personal and the 
political realms, in both the time before and the present of the 
novel. 

 
     Before the Gilead establishment rule, Offred already had a healthy 
child who was taken away from her, thus her fertility is proven. This 
automatically puts her in the position of potential Handmaids, pressured 
by the expectations of others to produce a healthy newborn. She analyses 
and redefines, with a hint of disgust, the way she sees her body and her 
fertility, as an unknown, deceitful territory:  

 
I sink down into my body as into a swamp, fenland, where only I 
know the footing. Treacherous ground, my own territory. I become 
the earth I set my ear against, for rumors of the future. Each 
twinge, each murmur of slight pain, ripples of sloughed-off matter, 
swellings and diminishing of tissue, the drooling of the flesh, these 
are the signs, these are the things I need to know about. Each 
month I watch for blood, fearfully, for when it comes it means 
failure. I have failed once again to fulfill the expectations of others, 
which have become my own. (Atwood 73)  

 
 Her body, once reliable instrument, of pleasure or transportation, 
a normal and functional body which she could rely on, is redefining itself 
and betraying her, focusing on one function, childbearing, only. Each 
month she fails to conceive, she feels betrayed by her own body:  
 

Every month there is a moon, gigantic, round, heavy, an omen. It 
transits, pauses, continues on and passes out of sight, and I see 
despair coming towards me like famine. To feel that empty again, 
again. I listen to my heart, wave upon wave, salty and red, 
continuing on and on, marking time. (Atwood 74) 

 
     Her words reveal the fears of a woman who is trying to conceive 
and a woman whose position in the society, marriage or life depends on 
producing children. The fear of failure, intensified by months of 
unsuccessful attempts to conceive, the feeling of inadequacy and failure to 
fulfill the role given to her by the society of Gilead, reflects the fears that 
even modern women suffer from today. Countless women, even today, 
consider that being a mother and a wife is the only role which impacts 
their lives and bears significance in a society, regardless of their skills, 
qualifications and careers.  
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 Offred’s Relationship with Her Mother 
 
        Another aspect of Offred’s analysis of her identity is her 
relationship with her mother. Throughout the course of the novel, Offred 
rethinks her relationship with her own mother, a feminist who had her at 
the age of thirty seven, despite of many warnings of birth defect rates and 
accusations of being a pro-natalist. A single parent and a strong woman, 
she never accuses Offred’s father for leaving her. She emphasizes her lack 
of expectation from men and her tendency to rely on her own 
achievements, salary and work while raising her daughter. The relationship 
between Offred and her mother is strained, a typical mother-daughter 
relationship in which Offred feels even slight contempt towards her 
mother’s passion, political attitudes and ferocious independence. On the 
other hand, Offred is aware that her mother disapproves of her conformity 
and affinity towards traditional values, or, as Offred describes it, 
perfunctory and routine ways. What Offred desired in her teenage years 
was a mother who would lead more ceremonious life, “less subject to 
makeshift and decampment” (Atwood 181). 
        However, alone in her room in Commander Waterford’s house, 
Offred re-examines her relationship with her mother:  

 
I admired my mother in some ways, although things between us 
were never easy. She expected me to vindicate her life for her, and 
the choices she had made. I didn’t want to live my life on her 
terms. I didn’t want to be the model offspring, the incarnation of 
her ideas; we used to fight about that. I am not your justification 
for existence, I said to her once. I want her back. I want everything 
back, the way it was. But there is no point to it, this wanting. 
(Atwood 122) 

       
 It is very clear that Offred’s views her relationship with her mother 
from a different perspective in the society of Gilead. She sees her mother’s 
views now as justified and her actions as appropriate. She is aware that in 
her present situation, it is pointless to hope for a chance to improve or 
change this relationship. Still, she is aware of her desperate wish to 
communicate with her mother again, which is a symbol of her yearning for 
the life and the relationships she had before Gilead. 
       
 Ignoring and Ignorance 
 
 Throughout the novel, Offred often reexamines her former life and 
her tendency to live by ignoring, to take everything for granted and to 
trust fate. Almost willfully, she chooses to ignore the events and the 
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changes in the society that lead to the development of the society of 
Gilead, the destruction of the Congress and the pre-existing government. 
She describes her way of reacting to the changes in the following way: 
“Ignoring isn’t the same as ignorance; you have to work at it” (Atwood 56). 
           Nevertheless, Offred becomes aware that this collective and 
gradual acceptance of the changes led to the rise of Gilead and describes 
them accurately with the following sentence: “Nothing changes 
instantaneously: in a gradually heating bathtub you'd be boiled to death 
before you knew it” (Atwood 56). 
        She remembers her former life as a woman who was educated and 
worked in a library. A reader can sense a hint of pride and humor, when 
she describes her workplace and her duties. She was able to pay for her 
new, bigger apartment, an improvement from her small student 
apartment during her college years, with the salary she earned. In her 
present situation, she recollects those events. Readers can sense Offred’s 
disbelief and her struggle to imagine and even to understand, that millions 
of women, she among them, used to have jobs and that it was normal for 
women to work and live by themselves, as if these events happened to 
someone else in distant past. This is a sharp contrast to Offred’s life 
presently. Her days are spent in boredom and, as she describes it: “the 
amount of unfilled time, the long parenthesis of nothing” (Atwood 69). 
          Even identifying the groups or the individuals who introduced the 
changes is difficult for Offred- most of the times she refers to the Sons of 
Jacob as “they” and “them,” distancing herself from the events preceding 
Gilead: “That was when they suspended the Constitution. They said it 
would be temporary. There wasn’t even rioting in the streets […] There 
wasn’t even an enemy you could put your finger on” (Atwood 174). 
Neuman (859) defines Offred’s tendency to ignore as follows: “Willed 
ignorance, Offred learns, is sister to victimization and to passive 
acceptance of blame for what is done to one.”  
        However, her present life does not allow Offred to continue with 
this practice to ignore the conditions and the way of life Gilead imposes on 
her. She becomes aware of every minute detail of her surroundings; of 
every change of tone in the voice of the person she is having conversation 
with, of every hint of potential danger while she is informing the resistance 
movement called Mayday. She chooses to be aware; she chooses to 
change her approach of willful ignorance, simply because she knows that 
this change is desperately needed in order to stay alive in Gilead. The 
luxury of ignoring the unpleasant does not exist for Offred. This change of 
awareness is probably the most notable when she is reexamining her 
personal identity. 
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 Marriage and Relationships 
        
 Similarly to her tendency to distance herself from the changes, 
Offred exhibits the same passive approach when accepting the 
overpowering authority of men established in Gilead. Ferns (376) defines 
Offred as follows: “At first sight, indeed, she appears less of a rebel against 
male authority, than a helpless victim of it”. Indeed, Offred analyses and 
rethinks her relationships with men and her attitude towards men through 
the perspective of a single woman, married woman and a Handmaid in 
Commander’s Waterford house. She remembers her relationship with 
Luke, which started first as a love affair with a married man and developed 
into a real, committed relationship later. Luke’s divorce is the reason 
Gilead establishment does not recognize their marriage and Offred is 
treated like a single woman, therefore available to be a Handmaid.  
       In her conversations with Commander Waterford, during their 
secret meetings and while they play the forbidden game of Scrabble, 
Offred rethinks the relationships and the position of women in 
relationships and marriages in general before Gilead. Commander 
Waterford provides arguments in support of male authority and 
established view in Gilead and his opinion that women are in a better 
position compared to the previous society:  

 
We’ve given them more than we’ve taken away […]. Think of the 
trouble they had before. Don’t you remember the singles’ bars, 
the indignity of high school blind dates? The meat market. Don’t 
you remember the terrible gap between the ones who could get a 
man easily and the ones who couldn’t (219)? 

 
 He proceeds to defend the newly built set of values and norms, 
emphasizing the “equality” among women- since all of them “get a man.” 
“Protection” is offered to women as well- at least the form of protection 
defined as “freedom from” according to the norms in Gilead, where very 
little is allowed for women. Yet, in the eyes of the officials in Gilead, 
women do not have to struggle with their jobs and daycare, to balance 
between work and family duties, to be left to look after themselves or 
their children on their own.  As Commander Waterford argues: “This way 
they are protected, they can fulfill their biological destinies in peace” 
(Atwood 220). Still, feeling that something is missing in the “perfect 
picture” of this society, he asks Offred the following question: “What did 
we overlook?” Offred’s response is: “Love,” to which Waterford counters: 
“But look at the stats, my dear. Was it really worth it, falling in love?” 
(220).  
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       Offred scrutinizes her relationships, the moments when she was 
falling in and out of love with men, and the fact that human beings used to 
believe in love even more firmly when it was difficult to love their 
partners. There is a hint of displeasure and anxiety in her thoughts, due to 
the uncertain course and result of these relationships. Yet, she feels 
strangely comforted by these memories, memories of being in love: 

 
And sometimes it happened, for a time. That kind of love comes 
and goes and is hard to remember afterwards, like pain. You would 
look at the man one day and you would think, I loved you, and the 
tense would be past, and you would be filled with a sense of 
wonder, because it was such an amazing and precarious and dumb 
thing to have done; and you would know too why your friends had 
been evasive about it, at the time. (Atwood 226) 

 
        However, a dose of cynicism can be also sensed as Offred 
recollects the challenges of a relationship or marriage, comparing them to: 
“a puzzle that could be solved” (Atwood 226). And if the puzzle couldn’t be 
solved, Offred recollects, it could always be changed, as our opinions and 
attitudes could be changed. Remembering the way people used to think, 
Offred says, with a sense of detachment:  
 

If you don’t like it, change it, we said, to each other and to 
ourselves. And so we would change the man, for another one. 
Change, we were sure, was for the better always. We were 
revisionist; what we revised was ourselves. It is strange to 
remember how we used to think, as if everything were available to 
us, as if there were no contingencies, no boundaries; as if we free 
to shape and reshape forever the ever expanding perimeters of 
our lives.  (Atwood 227) 

  
 Relationships with Other Women in Gilead  
 
 The attitude of the society she lives in towards women and the 
role that other women had in developing this attitude, in comparison to 
the previous society towards women, is also scrutinized by Offred. Foley 
discusses the role of women and their position as victims in the society of 
Gilead, as well as the role of women in the process of accepting this 
position. Analyzing the context in which women are victimized, Foley (51) 
states the following:  
 

Deprived of their traditional networks of mutual support of the 
totalitarian atmosphere of Gilead, women are forced to accept a 
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brutally enforced, yet recognizable approximation of what used to 
be called a woman’s sphere, the notion that their sole proper role 
is domestic, reproductive, nurturing, morally uplifting.  
 

 Yet, Offred realizes that comparing the past and comparing 
present situations reveals that occasionally, those differences are subtle. 
More often than not, women played a significant role when victimizing 
other women. Aunt Lydia and Serena Joy identify and corroborate with the 
regime. Aunt Lydia, the primary enforcer of the Gilead rules and 
handmaids’ training, skillfully justifies the philosophy behind the regime, 
presenting them as newly gained freedoms and rights.  Offred recalls Aunt 
Lydia’s words: “There is more than one kind of freedom, Said Aunt Lydia. 
Freedom to and freedom from. In the days of the anarchy, it was freedom 
to. Now you are given freedom from. Don’t underrate it” (Atwood 24).  
         Serena Joy, Commander Waterford’s wife is a former TV 
personality. Offred remembers, that as a child, when she could not find 
any interesting cartoon on TV, would watch the Growing Souls Gospel 
Hour and the Bible stories for children included in the show. One of the 
leading sopranos, who could laugh and cry at the same time while singing 
hymns, was (or had been, as Offred phrases it), Serena Joy. The moment 
she realizes who the Wife is Offred is aware that she is in a worse situation 
than she thought she would be. Serena Joy does not show any compassion 
or understanding for Offred, although she is aware of the fact that the 
arrangement and Offred’s arrival in her house was not Offred’s, or any 
other Handmaid’s choice Offred is conscious of Serena’s hatred and envy. 
She summarizes their relationship as follows: “She does not speak to me, 
unless she can’t avoid it. I am a reproach to her; and a necessity” (Atwood 
13). 
         However, categorizing Offred as a victim or as rebel is not simple 
and straightforward. Ferns (379) discusses Offred’s resistance to the 
authoritarian regime of Gilead as more effective than she realizes it is:  
 

Simply by existing, however passive her own resistance, she 
provides an audience for the resistance of others, a space in which 
the implications of their actions can resonate. What Atwood 
stresses is that however powerless, however often defeated, the 
rebel is not alone. 

        
Throughout the novel, Offred seems to accept her fate and the situation 
she is in with outward appearance of acceptance and conformism. She 
even defines this acceptance and the fact that many of the unthinkable 
situations before became ordinary presently, stating: “Truly amazing, what 
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people can get used to, as long as there are a few compensations” 
(Atwood 271).  
       On the other hand, she rethinks her role as a victim and defies this 
role, with her connection with the Mayday movement, as well as with her 
connection, even mental only, with her predecessor and her words written 
in Offred’s closet. “Nolite te bastardes carborundorum. Don't let the 
bastards grind you down” (185), summarizes her defiance and acceptance 
of her faith at the same time. In the final chapter of the novel, when the 
black van comes for Offred, she is not sure if that is Mayday movement 
and her salvation, or she is arrested and sent to be executed.  
         She rethinks the options she had before entering the van: to 
commit suicide, to accept her fate or to set the house on fire. She 
describes her feeling of fatigue, thinking that she is tired of the drama or 
the silence in her life. “But I snatch at it, this offer. It is all I am left with” 
(294). As she sits in the van, thinking: “Whether this is my end or a new 
beginning, I have no way of knowing: I have given myself over into the 
hands of strangers, because it can’t be helped. And so I step up, into the 
darkness within, or else the light” (295). Instead of taking any action, she 
enters the van, choosing to believe her lover Nick, that this is the Mayday 
movement coming to her rescue, again confronting the reader with the 
unsolved dilemma of her position as a complacent victim or a rebel. 
 
 

Works Cited: 
 
Atwood, Margaret and Elizabeth Moss. Interview by Eliana Dockterman. 

On the Urgency of the Handmaid’s Tale, 7 September, 2017, 
http://time.com/collection-post/4925657/margaret-atwood-and-
elisabeth-moss/. Accessed at 29 May. 2018. 

Atwood, Margaret. The Handmaid’s Tale. Anchor Books, 1998. Print. 
Ferns, Chris. “The Value/s of Dystopia: The Handmaid's Tale and the Anti-

Utopian Tradition.”Dalhousie Review 69.3 (1989):374-382. 
Foley, Michael. "'Basic Victim Positions' and the Women in Margaret 

Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale." Atlantis 15.2 (Spring 1990): 50-58.  
Howells, Coral Ann. “Margaret Atwood’s Dystopian Visions: The 

Handmaid’s Tale and Oryx and Crake.” The Cambridge Companion 
to Margaret Atwood (2006):161-75.  

Neuman, Shirley. "'Just a Backlash': Margaret Atwood, Feminism, and "The 
Handmaid's Tale." University of Toronto Quarterly 75.3 (2006): 
857-868.  

 
 
 

http://time.com/collection-post/4925657/margaret-atwood-and-elisabeth-moss/
http://time.com/collection-post/4925657/margaret-atwood-and-elisabeth-moss/
http://dalspace.library.dal.ca/handle/10222/60811


Journal of Language and Literary Studies    153 

 
ИСПИТУВАЊЕ НА ЛИЧНАТА  ИСТОРИЈА И ОДРЖУВАЊЕ НА 

ИДЕНТИТЕТОТ – ОФРЕД ВО ПРИКАЗНАТА НА РОБИНКАТА НА 
МАРГАРЕТ АТВУД 

 
 Во овој труд се истражуваат аспектите на испитување на 
личната историја и анализирање на личниот идентитет представени во 
романот на Маргарет Атвуд, Приказната на робинката. Приказната 
на Офред, претставена на читателот како пишан наратив 
реконструиран од звучни записи , два века по нејзината смрт и крајот 
на диктаторскиот режим на Гилеад, се дискутира на научна 
конференција одржана на 25 јуни, 2195 година. Идентитетот на 
Офред, нејзиното минато, дури и личното име на Офред, се одземени 
од неа додека е робинка во служба на командантот Ватерфорд и 
заробеник во неговото домаќинство. Нејзината улога е ограничена 
единствено на раѓање деца. Низ дејствието на романот, Офред 
размислува за својот поранешен живот, нејзината тенденција да 
живее и да игнорира, да ги зема работите здраво за готово и да ѝ 
верува на својата судбина. Таа се сеќава на деновите во општеството 
пред Гилеад и на тогашната слобода за дејствување, која во Гилеад е 
заменета со ослободување од сите дејствија. Офред го анализира и 
односот со својата мајка и сопствените ставови кон вредностите на 
нејзината мајка и феминизмот. Се сеќава на својата врска со сопругот, 
мајчинството и начинот на живот во општеството пред Гилеад. Офред 
го споредува и својот претходен и сегашен статус и нејзината положба, 
во која личната слобода речиси и да не постои. Со нејзината 
новооткриена самосвест, таа наоѓа начини да се редефинира себе си 
како жена, љубовница, па дури и жртва. 
 
 Клучни зборови: идентитет, историја, општество, слобода, 
самосвест, жена, Приказната на робинката. 
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Abstract: Linda Hutcheon claimed that the only way to access the past is to use 

texts and textual recordings of it. Today, we can interpret the mass media as textual 

evidence of the past which is at the same time an artifact and a means of rewriting 

history. Modern mass media seem to shape and reshape history and even our whole 

reality. Therefore, one can argue that history may be interpreted as what 

Baudrillard defined as a simulacrum. In Don DeLillo’s novels, media are frequently 

used to give access to or retell past events. In both Americana and Libra, DeLillo 

introduces the film as a piece of evidence which offers insight into history. In 

Americana, David Bell sets to make a documentary on one Native American tribe, 

yet he decides to overtake the film and shoot the story of his life. In Libra, it is the 

media, and specifically the Zapruder film, which helps Nicholas Branch track the 

story of Kennedy’s assassination. In both novels, history is revealed to be a 

simulation, but also a basis upon which our everyday reality exists. 

 

Key words: history, simulacrum, DeLillo, Baudrillard, media. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Owing to the popular phenomena of fake news, alternative facts 

and the principles of media spin that are currently being exposed in the 
global media, it is more interesting than ever to discuss to which extent 
the reality and, consequently, history are constructed and misrepresented 
for the audience around the world. Although we are only discussing the 
possibility of media manipulation today, there is little doubt that this 
phenomenon has not been happening for as long as there was any given 
form of media. 

The questioning of the official history started roughly with 
modernism, but it is postmodernism that seems to be the prime time of 
skepticism to any official narrative that has long stood on a pedestal of 
untouchability. This is especially true for the contemporary epoch of 
postmodernism, however the theoreticians chose to name it. History is, 
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today more than ever, just a story, a narrative only to a certain degree 
factual, with a strong potential for fictionality. 

As for literature, one of the writers that have been dealing with 
the issue of history and its artificial nature is the American contemporary 
novelist Don DeLillo. From his first novel Americana to his latest Zero K, 
DeLillo has raised the question of the realness of the grand narratives such 
as history. In his novels, he often borrowed an event from American 
history in order to try to expose the ways history may be misleading us, as 
he did with Kennedy’s assassination in Libra. It is specifically the possibility 
of misleading the public through the media that connects Americana and 
Libra. In both cases, history is given to the reader indirectly, filtered 
through the lenses of a film camera. How history is represented in these 
films and how we see the extent to its distortion is quite in accordance 
with the postmodern approach to history and its fictionality. 

 
Theory of History 
 
Jameson begins his observations on postmodernism by noting that 

postmodernist fiction is basically “an alarming and pathological symptom 
of a society that has become incapable of dealing with time and history” 
(10). He begins to tackle the problem of “the disappearance of a sense of 
history” (Jameson 20), which is resonant of Fukuyama’s writings on the 
end of history. Many theoreticians, like Boxall, have argued that in DeLillo’s 
fiction there is “the loss of the grounds upon which a material history 
might found itself” (8). In this light, various scholars to this day interpret 
DeLillo’s fiction as a testimony to such fatalistic theories. Yet, there are 
arguments to prove that the end of history is not something DeLillo 
considers true. His approach seems to have more with the questioning of 
history, than with abandoning it altogether. Boxall also mentions this 
second, more probable, approach in which history “continues to go on 
even though it can’t go on, which conjures the phantasm of progress from 
a condition of profound stasis” (8). This approach does connect history to 
the notion of death, but does not claim that history itself is dead; what is 
dead, though, are the superimposed beliefs about history and its teaching. 
The new notion of history, as Boxall eventually agrees, is based on the 
birth of both history and America (specifically important for DeLillo’s 
novels), not on their respective ends. He notes: 

 
Rather, the millennial moment that is characterized as the end of 
history in Americana is cast as the eternally deferred moment in 
which the America that inhabits all of these novels might come 
fully into being. The novels are speeding towards the mythical 
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moment at which Bell, DeLillo and America reach a point of 
religious becoming. (23) 
Translated to the notion of history in theory, we can say that 

where Kojeve and Fukuyama see an ending, one might argue a beginning is 
taking place. What changes is the approach to history and the perception 
of its nature. In that fashion, Donovan claims that the “absolutist tenets we 
habitually rely on – scientific principles, religious systems, versions of the 
past we cherish as true history – are transient constructs, shifting with the 
times, with the moods of the populace, with the whim of chance” (1). Even 
Jameson admits, relying on Hegel, that the postmodern society has 
experienced a “characteristic turn in [its] thinking about history” (73). 

Therefore, what postmodern authors do, as Boxall colorfully 
describes while discussing DeLillo’s Libra, is that they try “to find a 
narrative means of delving beneath the shroud, of penetrating the sacred, 
mythical darkness that lies at the heart of history” (143). O’Donnell 
mentions Jean François Lyotard and his The Postmodern Condition: A 
Report on Knowledge (1979) to support the claim that “history can be no 
longer thought of as a grand metanarrative, but that it is composed of 
multiple petites histoires” (125). He goes on to recall Foucault, Hutcheon 
and other postmodern, post-Marxist theoreticians and historians to 
support this shifted view on history as something which is not God-given, 
an axiom that is never to be questioned. In Hutcheon’s words, what takes 
place is more of a “skepticism rather than any real denunciation” (106). 
O’Donnell mentions all of the above in the context of the “new 
historicism” which he defines as: 

 
[A] set of critical methodologies and practices that represent an 
attempt to view imaginative work as emerging within 
interconnected local and global circumstances that reveal the 
operative cultural assumptions of a given moment or epoch. (125) 
 
Yet, there is little possibility that this postmodern approach is 

ground-breaking or new in any sense of the word. O’Donnell also argues 
that, as a genre, “the novel has always both imitated and parodied the 
writing of history” (124). It is a task of literature and fiction in general, one 
could say, to approach the official historical narratives with a grain of salt, 
questioning both the perspective and the facts which are presented as 
objectively true. What may be seen as a new feature brought about by the 
postmodernist theoreticians and writers is that they “viewed history not as 
a series of grand events, but as comprising myriad local factors observed 
over long periods of time” (O’Donnell 125). Thus, by putting the focus on 
the individual, postmodernists are able to perceive history not as the grand 
force of human existence, but as a collection of stories. To further enhance 
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their approach, they stopped believing that history is a “linear strand of 
facts” and saw it as “mingled with other fictional narratives in the realm of 
the media” (Linardi 235). History, thus, became open not only for 
literature, but the media, as well. 

Such understanding of history provided a possibility for 
reinterpretation, at which point historiographic metafiction came into 
being. A term introduced by Linda Hutcheon, it denotes such works of 
fiction which are “both intensely self-reflexive and yet paradoxically also 
lay claim to historical events and personages” (5). This means that writers 
may use historical facts as a basis to their stories and from then on build 
fictional embellishment, adding invented events, people, places, and so on. 
Historiographic metafiction is mainly used to express the perception of 
both “history and fiction as human constructs” and to make “the grounds 
for its rethinking and reworking of the forms and contents of the past” 
(Hutcheon 5). In essence, it is this form which captures the postmodern 
fashion of challenging the “very separation of the literary and the 
historical” (Hutcheon 105). It creates “the illusion that the opposite can 
happen, that a historical figure can walk out of a real cafe and show up in a 
fictional house” (McHale 90). In doing so, historiographic metafiction 
provides a means to transgress “an ontological boundary between the real 
and the fictional” (McHale 90). 

Among the great number of postmodern writers, of which DeLillo 
is an example, what has been identified as the main means of blurring the 
lines between the real and the fictional is the phenomenon of the media. 
Linardi points out that, in the modern society, “[h]istorical narrative and 
texts give way to the media narrative of images” (235). Once this happens, 
we can discuss the appearance of simulacra. Discussing history as a type of 
simulacra is especially justified once Baudrillard’s America is taken into 
account. His interpretation of the American reality as one big screen 
echoes the process of simulation that he had previously written about in 
Simulacra and Simulation (1981). On American reality Baudrillard writes 
the following: 

 
It was there before the screen was invented, but everything about 
the way it is today suggests it was invented with the screen in 
mind, that it is the refraction of a giant screen. This is not like a 
Platonic shadowplay, but more as if everything were carried along 
by, and haloed in, the gleam of the screen. Along with flux and 
mobility, the screen and its refraction are fundamental 
determinants of everyday events. (55) 
 
If we consider the frequent occurrence of technology in DeLillo’s 

writing, we can argue that history is indeed being simulated in all of his 
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novels. O’Donnell defines photography as a “mechanical art that depends 
upon copying and reproducing an original” (127). By analogy, the same can 
be said of the Internet, television, film, advertising, and all of the other 
forms of media that appear in DeLillo’s novels. Due to the dependence on 
the technology and the media that the American society exhibits, we can 
discuss the possible “disappearance of history and the real in the 
televisual” (Baudrillard 101). More precisely, in Americana and Libra, we 
can discuss the rewriting and reconstruction of history through the process 
of simulation. Linardi notes that DeLillo’s America is “so embedded in the 
media simulacrum that it is often not possible to know whether the 
characters are behaving according to media codes or whether they still 
keep some control of their lives” (234). By blurring the lines between the 
real and the fake, the media provides a vast soil for reconstructing, 
rewriting and overall manipulating past events and official history. 

 
Rewriting History in Americana and Libra 
 
As a true postmodernist, DeLillo treats history as a relative 

category and approaches it with caution. For him, “history is just a 
collection of narratives” (Donovan 7); narratives which may or may not be 
trustworthy.  For this reason, in his fiction, “there is an ongoing struggle to 
discover the counternarrative, to angle oneself against the historical 
current” (Boxall 7). Of DeLillo’s take on history and social circumstances, 
Boxall also writes that in the “development of his fiction” there is “a 
historical trajectory towards the millennium, and towards the globalization 
of US military and economic power” which reflects “a history of resistance 
to cultural uniformity” (5). 

This particular resistance of which Boxall speaks can be spotted in 
the way DeLillo treats history itself, as a master narrative, a type of cultural 
uniformity, constructed by the media. In DeLillo’s novels, it is the media 
and their manipulations of different events which are one of the major 
topics. DeLillo frequently dwells on different motifs related to the media 
and their correlation to the centers of power. For example, in Mao II, he 
focuses on propaganda; in Underworld and White Noise, his main concern 
is television, but other media and their effect on the audience, as well; in 
Cosmopolis, he examines the new media that is the Internet and its close 
connection to technology; and in Great Jones Street, he guides the reader 
through the world of celebrities and their cult propagated by the media. 

When it comes to Americana and Libra, specifically, media is the 
main means in rewriting history, both a collective one (history and historic 
events of America) and more personal ones (private recollection of the 
past of DeLillo’s characters). In order to rewrite different aspects of 
history, DeLillo and his characters employ two strategies. The first one is 
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based on historiographic metafiction. The characters take one real past 
event and build a fictional story around it. They base their premise on the 
real events, but add fictional facts and background. The second strategy is 
based on completely rewriting history. As opposed to historiographic 
metafiction and its narrative, this strategy means that DeLillo’s characters 
entirely invent past events and disregard the reality altogether. 

 
The Media Write History 
 
In both of these approaches to rewriting history, DeLillo and his 

characters rely on the media. The examples of the media and the ways it 
manipulates the reality include television, advertising, magazines, and 
other; but the main operative weapon in the reconstruction of history is 
the film. In particular, in both Americana and Libra, the films in question 
are documentaries. In Americana, David Bell sets off to shoot a 
documentary about the Navaho people, yet hijacks the project in order to 
film an artistic attempt at a documentary about his own life. Donovan 
notes that film is “the key to Bell’s soul, providing him a fleeting sense of 
control, but only by stripping content from image” (30). In Libra, Nicholas 
Branch uses the Zapruder film, a documentary about Kennedy’s 
assassination, in order to reconstruct the events related to this historical 
moment and solve the mystery of the murder. 

It is peculiar that DeLillo employs specifically documentaries as a 
genre to help his characters manipulate history. One may argue that 
DeLillo’s obsession with film stems from the fact that it belongs to 
“technologies that promise to eradicate death” (Boxall 10). In other words, 
it is one of the ultimate historical artifacts which would preserve real 
events from destruction. Still, DeLillo does not shy away from all the 
possibilities that film has to offer for the purposes of manipulation. Bell 
does note that “the possibilities of film seemed unlimited” (Americana, 33) 
and he is somewhat aware that the nature of those possibilities may be 
more or less sinister. Now, a film which is openly a fictional artifact (i.e. a 
mainstream entertainment movie) can indeed be used to affect how the 
general public perceives history, but it may not be the most effective 
means of doing so. However, a documentary could have a far more 
significant role in rewriting history, solely based on the fact that it 
commands higher authority over the truth. Documentaries are, by default, 
believed to “display social realities [...] directly representing the events and 
phenomena of an epoch” (Kellner 14). For this reason, people tend to 
believe what they are presented in a documentary, trusting the format to 
be supported by historical facts. However, as Kellner argues, they are also 
constructs prone to manipulation and misuse. 
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[D]ocumentaries may also have resonant images and characters 
that impress themselves deeply on audiences and change their 
perceptions and perhaps even behavior, as well as providing 
historical-contextual understanding and factual information. Yet 
documentaries themselves are constructs and have their biases 
and entertainment and fictive components. (52) 
 
The fact that David Bell uses a documentary to tell a false story of 

his life might testify of his mal-intentions and thus, on a greater scale, the 
mal-intentions of people in power, who decide which documentaries get 
released in public. He does not intend to artistically represent his life; he 
aims to fool his audience into believing that his life was by far more 
exciting and exotic than it was. His motives are revealed even further when 
he openly confesses his plan to release the documentary in 30 years’ time, 
so no one could reveal his fraud, because no one will remember it at that 
time (or rather, those who remember it, will long be deceased). His film is 
obviously scripted, the events that he narrates through his film are no 
truer than the rumors which circulate through the offices of his workplace, 
and even the people who appear in his life story are imposters ‒ he hires 
actors to represent what he would like to be his life. What is more, he 
intends to make an “artsy” type of film, as fragmented as reports of 
Kennedy’s assassination will be in Libra. This avoidance of telling his story 
straightforwardly may be another strategy which is to mask the fact that 
he is trying to twist the truth about his life. 

 
I’m thinking of making a long messy autobiographical-type film [...] 
a long unmanageable movie full of fragments of everything that’s 
part of my life, maybe ultimately taking two or three or more full 
days to screen and only a minutely small part of which I’d like to 
do out here. Pick out some sleepy town and shoot some film. 
(Americana, 96) 
 
It can be said that David Bell represents the dominantly white 

power holders more than any of DeLillo’s characters, because in his 
takeover of the documentary he not only exhibits how people of power 
feel they hold control over what is true, but how the white culture imposes 
its own perspective of the truth on the marginalized, minority cultures. It is 
highly symptomatic that Bell practically steals the documentary from the 
Navaho people, thus superimposing his own personal history over the 
collective history of an already oppressed culture. In doing so, he does not 
only indirectly shows his belief that the white perspective is more 
important than the Native American is – he believes his own personal, 
individual story is more significant than anything else. 
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Moreover, Americana does not identify the film as the only 

example of how the media distorts the perspective of reality for the 
general audience. David Bell is a TV executive, and the novel opens the 
door of the inner world of television for DeLillo’s readers. We see that 
what the television broadcasts is not much different than Bell’s scripted 
film, because the truth is not the value which guides the executives in 
creating quality programs. During their sessions at which they discuss the 
programmes which will eventually end on air, the reader is painfully 
reminded just how much profits and ratings shape the content we are 
being served by the media. 

The fact that the truth no longer lives on television is perpetuated 
by Bell and his colleagues, as well. Their interpersonal relationships are 
shallow and heavily based on different rumors spread by secretaries (but 
other employees, too). Even the way they behave is fake and non-genuine. 
For example, David Bell’s everyday behavior is one endless stream of 
imitating the famous movie stars who are his personal heroes, such as Burt 
Lancaster and Kirk Douglas. Much like Eric Packer (Cosmopolis) frequently 
asks himself how he would look on camera at any given moment, Bell asks 
himself what his favorite celebrities would do and how they would behave 
in specific situations. 

Furthermore, the list of the media which participate in the false 
creation of the reality does not end with this. Another important person in 
Bell’s life is his father, whose legacy in the world of marketing and 
advertising is often overshadowing Bell’s life. The stories of his adverts 
might be another proof of how false information is Machiavelistically 
interwoven with success and the influence on the audience. If his father’s 
adverts are not sufficient proof of how much the media is separated from 
reality in DeLillo’s America, then one example from Bell’s life should be. 
Namely, Bell flips the pages of a magazine and, at one point, he sees an 
article with the photos from the Vietnam war which depict decapitated 
villagers. What Bell immediately comments on is that on the very opposite 
page, there is an advert for women’s lingerie, specifically a panty-girdle. 
This scene might not have the same impact if it were not for Bell’s earlier 
comment about the war. He says that the “war was on television every 
night but we [people] all went to the movies” (Americana, 5). 

Libra does not offer any different, more reassuring view of how 
the media affect one’s life on the most fundamental level. Linardi argues 
that Oswald’s behavior is “grounded on media hyperreality, insofar as his 
actions follow media codes of TV shows and films” (240). She supports 
such claims by highlighting the scenes in Libra when Oswald fails to see a 
difference between the real and the fictional when meeting John Wayne. 
He even finds comfort in the “screen laugh” being “repeated in life” (Libra, 
93). This is, of course, not to depict Oswald as a character whose removal 
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from the reality is the reason why he does all the things that he does. John 
Kennedy, his direct opposite, is not depicted in any better light regarding 
the media influence. His character is also relying on the media, as much as 
Oswald, because “what they cannot express through words, they convey 
by means of their images” (Linardi 240). The public persona of the 
president is also supporting these claims, as explained in the following 
passage: 

 
Kennedy’s life shows how reality is easily simulated in the realm of 
the media, and how the images displayed on TV screens do not 
necessarily correspond to reality. However, because television has 
always shown images of the world as if it were merely mirroring 
them, [...] what is shown on television is accepted as reality by the 
viewers. (Linardi 240) 
 
Such manipulation of the way people perceive their imminent 

reality corresponds to the way people perceive history. The processes are 
parallel insofar as it does not matter whether what is being perceived 
belongs to the past or the present. The point is that the facts based on real 
events are twisted into something different, to a smaller or greater degree. 
Therefore, what happens in the present enters history as a distorted image 
of itself, an image which is processed and filtered by the media. And what 
DeLillo seems to highlight is the fact that once an event or person has 
entered the history, there are scarce means for discovering what the real 
truth behind them really was. One may attempt to reconstruct the past, 
but can rarely assess the level of manipulation that happened beforehand. 
 

Reconstructing History 
 
As opposed to the creation of a documentary in Americana, Libra 

depicts how an already existing documentary (whether it is true or false is 
never discussed) affects the way people perceive past events. In Donovan’s 
words, DeLillo here introduces “a fictional history with the stability of 
truth” (55) especially in the part where Lee Harvey Oswald is depicted. On 
a general note, in Libra, Nicholas Branch, a retired CIA agent, undertakes a 
task to investigate Kennedy’s assassination. Branch uses the famous 
Zapruder film and footage of Jack Ruby shooting Lee Harvey Oswald, 
among other reports, to reconstruct this past event and everything related 
to it. What we might discuss at this point in DeLillo’s works is the fact that 
history seems to be, in a way, always a reconstruction. What also seems to 
be the point which DeLillo makes in Libra is that the objective story of the 
past events, a story so complete that it is the ultimate truth of what had 
actually happened, is an elusive category which, potentially, does not even 



164 FOLIA LINGUISTICA ET LITTERARIA: 

 
exist; i.e. it is not possible. History is always available to us in fragments, 
much like Kennedy’s assassination is available to Branch. DeLillo describes 
the Zapruder film as “the basic timing device of the assassination and a 
major emblem of uncertainty and chaos” (Libra, 441). This particular 
historical evidence is, therefore, simultaneously a record of real past 
events and a device of confusion. Branch only gets bits and pieces which 
never form a quite complete puzzle, because alongside “the powerful 
moment of death” the footage contains “the surrounding blurs, patches 
and shadows” as well (Libra, 441). Moreover, the confusion does not end 
there, as Boxall also notes. The film might further confuse the reality by 
surpassing it, by leading to “certain weightlessness and timelessness, a 
simultaneity, an undoing of history, a cancellation even of the history of 
film” (Boxall 10). In that same passage, Boxall continues as follows: 

 
It is film, in DeLillo as in Deleuze, that offers to mark a hiatus in an 
exhausted culture. The Zapruder film, for example, contains, in its 
capturing of the Kennedy assassination, a kind of disruptive 
historical disjunction; in capturing the historical moment, it opens 
history to Deleuze’s “something from the outside or from 
elsewhere.” Even in its capacity to deliver time to us in its 
completion, [...] the film carries within it a kind of surplus, a death 
that remains at work in the grain of the celluloid. (10) 
 
What further complicates the puzzle is the fact that these 

fragments are always given from a subjective point of view. Even an 
artifact as seemingly objective as a piece of the film, such as the Zapruder 
film, is shot from a subjective perspective of a nearby witness. It is just a 
materialized version of what the spectator saw with his own eyes, but it 
does not offer any further insight into the events which might reveal the 
truth about the murder. Moreover, whenever a subjective perspective is 
introduced to presenting historical facts, we can talk about historiographic 
metafiction. However pure Branch’s intentions were, his reconstruction 
might as well be building a fictional narrative around the scarce evidence 
about an actual historical event. Yet, Branch is an epitome of a man on a 
mission who intends to respect history as we know it. He tries to write a 
history, as he notes, “not a study of the ways in which people succumb to 
paranoia” (Libra, 57). The language which he tries to use is clipped and 
dedicated to facts only. All of this, however, comes from the fact that 
Branch is aware that historical facts are not always the correct recordings 
of the past events. The following passage seems to suggest so: 

 
And Branch wants to believe that’s all it is. There is enough 
mystery in the facts as we know them, enough of conspiracy, 
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coincidence, loose ends, dead ends, multiple interpretations. 
There is no need, he thinks, to invent the grand and masterful 
scheme, the plot that reaches flawlessly in a dozen directions. 
Still, the cases do resonate, don’t they? (Libra, 58) 
 
This idea is reinforced in the second big story of Libra which 

introduces Lee Harvey Oswald and his life. DeLillo himself is now the one 
who employs historiographic metafiction in an attempt to breathe life into 
a historically intriguing, yet not sufficiently investigated personality. The 
reader has an opportunity to see the story behind the assassination ‒ the 
motive, the profile of the shooter, the circumstances which shaped the 
profile of a murderer. We see Oswald as a poverty-stricken individual who 
is frustrated by the television and what it broadcasts. The news and 
propaganda from TV stations affect his thinking and directly affect the 
ways he sees the world. Far be it from an excuse, DeLillo’s portrayal of 
Oswald does not seek to justify his acts. This depiction is just an attempt to 
represent the other, hidden side of the history, or at least to imagine it. 
The huge message that Libra sends (alongside almost every other DeLillo’s 
novel) is that there is always a part missing, an unattainable angle from 
which a historical person or event may be perceived that would complete 
the story of objective truth. In Libra, Ferrie defines this missing spot as a 
“gap [which] is found between the ‘parallel lines’ of the plot, between 
Oswald and Kennedy, between time and space” (Boxall 149). This missing 
part, as seen in the words of Libra is “a ‘third line’ that ‘has no history’” 
(Boxall 149). No history, that is, because we cannot access it. Therefore, 
for us, it is empty and ethereal, inexplicable and far out of the reach of the 
human reason. 

The concept of history gains yet another important trait at this 
point for DeLillo. In one scene, Oswald says that “we live forever in 
history” (Libra, 101). Therefore, it can be argued that his need to enter 
history is reflective of his attempt to gain an identity or, more precisely, to 
build one for himself. If we accept the definition of the concept of identity 
as a connection “between the “inside” and the “outside” – between the 
personal and the public worlds” (Hall 598) then we can argue that entering 
history (even by undertaking some extremist actions) may be interpreted 
as a manner of forming an identity. Even Hegel recognized “the motor of 
history as a struggle for recognition” (Jameson 89). Hence, it can be said 
that Oswald seeks to create a public persona which would reflect for him 
the public opinion about himself. Based on that feedback, he could finally 
be able to build his own personal identity. DeLillo seems to have a similar 
idea, as seen from the following quote: 
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History means to merge. The purpose of history is to climb out of 
your skin. He knew what Trotsky had written, that revolution leads 
us out of the dark night of the isolated self. We live forever in 
history, outside ego and id. He wasn’t sure he knew exactly what 
the id was but he knew it lay hidden in Hidell. (Libra, 101) 
 
This idea seemingly corresponds with Bell’s drive behind making a 

film about his life. He does not do it solely to deceive the audience for the 
fun of it; he is desperately trying to become a person he longs to be and is 
seeking something to prove the authenticity of his story. Through his 
documentary he tries to enter history, as well; or even more to leave a 
material trace of his personal history in the larger scope of a collective 
history. 

 
What Is Real? 
 
The question that remains lingering in the aftermath of every 

example from Americana and Libra is quite simple, yet complicated: which 
version of history is real? How can we claim with certainty which 
perspective and version of past events is the right one? What is more, is it 
possible to claim anything with certainty in DeLillo’s novels and his fictional 
America? 

All of these bring us back to Jean Baudrillard and his dilemma: 
what is real? Is it possible to define the category of the real to begin with? 
In a very postmodern fashion, there is little hope in both Baudrillard’s 
writings and DeLillo’s novels for determining just how much of history is 
real and how much is fabricated. In the world whose reality is driven by the 
media, in a hyperreality that the contemporary world lives in, there seems 
to be no way to even determine which information is based on real events 
and which is fabricated. Yet, the question that finally follows all the above-
mentioned questions is: does it really matter? 

For postmodernists, history is both a story of real past events and 
a story based on somebody’s imagination (to a bigger or lesser extent). It is 
this understanding of history that is the source of what both Donovan and 
Jameson suitably name “the postmodern freedom to toy with the past” 
(Donovan 6). Anything revealed as a construct is, therefore, open to 
subversion and reinterpretation. The goal of such experimenting with the 
past seems to bring us back to the previous question of what is real. 
DeLillo’s characters, in a way, interact with history in different ways to 
discover some inner truth of the known events. 

In every novel, DeLillo tries to answer the question of what is real. 
This question essentially drives each and every one of his protagonists. 
They all seek something real in their lives, which is why they undertake 
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different personal quests to seek for the hidden something which would 
give meaning to their lives. Eric Packer searches for something that 
“charts”, something that will help him understand life better; Bucky 
Wunderlick also tries to find something real in his life by escaping his 
public persona and returning to his solitude where his talents hide in their 
tortured exile; Nick Shay moves to the west and travels to Kazakhstan in 
order to discover himself, similarly to his brother, to mention but a few. 
Boxall argues the same in the following quote: 

 
From Americana to Underworld, the novels look for a spatial and a 
temporal ground [...] that have not yet been colonized, for 
culturally specific and diverse histories that have not yet been 
erased. (5-6) 
 
In Americana and Libra, David Bell and Nicholas Branch both are 

on the quest for the real, however hidden their motifs were. Bell’s 
undertaking may seem immoral, his project is an utter fraud, but his 
journey to the west, his abandoning his job and people in his life and even 
his directing a fake story of his life can all be interpreted as his quest for 
answering the question of his true identity and his personal history (and 
the one of his family). An argument can be made that underneath his 
actions, Bell’s urge to discover his real self is the strongest motivation he 
has in his life. In a similar fashion, Branch tries to find something real, only 
on a collective level. His quest is a quest for the truth about one of the 
arguably most traumatic events in the history of the American nation. 
Oswald is, also, on the quest for the real; it is just that what is real for him 
is an identity which he would create for history to remember, as many 
before him did. In fact, history is a way for him to become real. 

 
Trotsky in the Bronx. But Trotsky was not his real name. Lenin’s 
name was not really Lenin. Stalin’s name was Dzhugashvili. Historic 
names, pen names, names of war, party names, revolutionary 
names. These were men who lived in isolation for long periods, 
lived close to death through long winters in exile or prison, feeling 
history in the room, waiting for the moment when it would surge 
through the walls, taking them with it. History was a force to these 
men, a presence in the room. They felt it and waited. (Libra, 34) 
 
This passage resonates with what Boxall later wrote about the 

becoming of history. He states that historical figures and events “wheel 
into themselves, until they reach that mystical point at which they ‘enter 
history’, the point at which they assume the heavy responsibility of being 
what they are” (131). Yet, this becoming is soon revealed as somewhat 
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false, solely because of the fact that it seems too scripted. Boxall points 
out that the “two most powerful authorial influences within the novel 
work in opposite directions” (134). Namely, Branch reconstructs the story 
by moving backwards from the aftermath of the assassination, whereas 
Win Everett, Laurence Parmenter, and T-Jay Mackey “work prospectively, 
inventing Oswald” (Boxall 134) or, in other words, scripting him into 
existence that the official history will advocate in which he is a “lone 
gunman” (Libra, 28), a lunatic on a mission. In one direction or the other, 
never has the notion of identity (and, by parallel, history) been revealed as 
a construct as much as in this DeLillo’s novel. The frightening point is that, 
in both cases, Oswald does not get to construct his own identity into 
existence, because someone else is doing that for him with the help of the 
media. The person himself is “caught between the frames of these two 
opposing plots, these narratives which meet at Zapruder frame 313” 
(Boxall 134). His human existence is so inconsequential that if he “hadn’t 
existed, the CIA would have invented him” (Tate 30). In other words, the 
official history does not necessarily operate with actual persons, but with 
historical personas which may or may not be based on actual people. 
Differently put, history can also simulate the version of the truth the 
powerful find suitable. 

As if this was not troubling enough, Boxall proposes the possibility 
of the third author (although, if we, by the order of metafiction, count in 
DeLillo, as well, the number rises to the scary amount of four authors per 
one lonely Oswald). This third author is more of an influence, but a 
powerful one. It is, of course ‒ history itself. He states that: 

 
DeLillo’s fictional Oswald is shadowed, influenced, and to some 
extent written by the ‘real’ Oswald, the Oswald whose life was 
determined by political and historical forces which spanned the 
globe, which broke the back of the twentieth century, which have 
brought us to where we are now. (135) 
 
Therefore, he continues, “it is possible to read this process 

whereby history shapes Oswald, scripts him and prepares him for his role” 
(142). In this light, it can be argued that “Libra performs a service to 
popular history by putting to rest the notion of Oswald as a lone gunman 
who popped out of nowhere” (Tate 30). 
 

Conclusion 
 
Don DeLillo has established himself as one of the finest 

postmodernist writers, and his approach to history may be one of the 
reasons for achieving the status he today enjoys. In his novels, history is 
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not denied or thrown away. However, it is approached carefully, as a 
possible simulacrum, a matter potentially tarnished by dark forces of 
manipulation for power. As in Hutcheon’s writings, one can see in DeLillo’s 
works the contradictory nature of postmodernism, “one that is heavily 
implicated in that which it seeks to contest” (106). His characters prove 
history wrong and ill-intentioned, while at the same time depending on it 
for the purpose of their own identity. What the reader is ultimately left 
with is an “unresolved contradiction” (Hutcheon 106) and a task to decide 
for himself which side to go along with. 

It may be America that DeLillo writes about, but the issues which 
arise in his novels are symptomatic of the entire global society. In America, 
Baudrillard writes that Americans “are people of conviction, convinced of 
everything and seeking to convince” and “to reconstitute everything of a 
past and a history which were not their own and which they have largely 
destroyed or spirited away” (41). Yet, nowadays, there seem to be no 
boundaries between the states, countries or continents when it comes to 
the reinterpretation of both history and reality. DeLillo’s America which 
levitates among the floating media images of both everyday and history is 
a metaphor for the entire contemporary civilization. One may see in this a 
pessimistic, even fatal promise of the future, but to some extent, the 
approach toward reality and history that DeLillo’s characters share might 
be liberating, at the same time. By questioning the official history, which 
by now we know is simulated at least to some degree, we allow the 
individual histories to end their silence and offer an insight into reality 
from a different perspective. And it is precisely this that seems to be the 
greatest victory of postmodernism. 
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AKCIJA!: REINTERPRETACIJA I SIMULACIJA ISTORIJE KROZ FILM U 
AMERIKANI I VAGI DONA DELILA 

 
Linda Hačeon tvrdi da je jedini način da se pristupi prošlosti kroz tekstualne 
zapise. Danas je moguće interpretirati masovne medije kao tekstualno 
svedočenje o prošlosti koje je u isto vreme i artefakt i sredstvo prekrajanja 
istorije. Moderni masovni mediji, čini se, oblikuju i preinačuju istoriju, pa 
čak i čitavu stvarnost koju živimo. Stoga, možemo govoriti o interpretaciji 
istorije kao Bodrijarovog simulakruma. U romanima Dona DeLila, mediji se 
često koriste kako bi se pristupilo prošlim događajima. U Amerikani i Vagi, 
DeLilo koristi film kao dokaz koji bi nam mogao reći nešto više o istoriji. U 
Amerikani, Dejvid Bel snima dokumentarac o plemenu američkih 
starosedelaca, sve dok ne odluči da taj film preuzme i snimi priču o 
sopstvenom životu. U Vagi, mediji, a naročito Zapruderov film, pomažu 
Nikolasu Branču da istraži priču o Kenedijevom ubistvu. U oba romana se 
istorija pokazuje kao simulirana, mada je u isto vreme ona oslonac na kojoj 
počivaju čitava moderna stvarnost i svakodnevica. 
 
 Ključne reči: istorija, simulakrum, DeLilo, Bodrijar, mediji. 
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Abstract: Justifiably classified as an example of postmodern realism, or a 

“restorative metafiction” (O’Hara), Ian McEwan’s popular and critically acclaimed 

novel Atonement (2001) in its entirety reasserts its author’s frequently cited 

statement that “imagining what it is like to be someone other than yourself is at the 

core of our humanity.” Focusing mainly on the metafictional ending, which, as a 

kind of unusual post-scriptum, introduces a thematic, structural and an ontological 

twist re-directing the whole story, this paper explores the limits and the power of 

creative imagination to re-generate, amend and meaningfully extend personal 

histories, pointing to the fundamentally ethical dimension of the contemporary self-

conscious fiction. The phenomenological connection between ars memoria, 

imagining, (re-)writing and the Self is seen through the main assumption of the 

existential psychology that the subject is capable of transcending oneself, recreating 

and re-inventing oneself in and by means of narrating the self as well as others. 

Analysing Briony Tallis as both a character and an author within the novel, in her 

narrative of her own as well as others’ histories, this paper will address ethical 

possibilities of the self-reflective fiction to connect subjectivity to the world 

questioning at the same time the boundaries of past, present and the idea of reality. 

 

Keywords: postmodern realism, re-imagining, story-telling, Self, acceptance, 

enlargement, narrative ethics.  

 
 
 The metafictional, self-reflexive component of Ian McEwan’s 
Atonement (2001), explicitly foregrounded in the final chapter but, in fact, 
implicitly present all along in the subtle layering of themes and in the 
narrative structure,1 has been both highly praised by the reviewers and 
criticized as an example of frustrating and self-indulgent postmodernist 
fashion that needlessly interferes in and disrupts what could be a 
successful example of psychological and social realism in the contemporary 
novel. The purpose of this article is to examine precisely the psychological, 
social and ethical dimension of self-referential fiction, which in McEwan’s 

                                                 
1
 Finney’s in-depth explanation of the specific and all-pervading self-consciousness of 

Atonement focuses on various narrative elements present from the beginning of the novel, 
such as: literary allusions and deliberate intertextuality, conspicuous modulations of styles, 
narrative anticipations, the role which literature plays in the lives of characters, etc. Cf. 
Brian Finney, "Briony's Stand Against Oblivion: The Making of Fiction in Ian McEwan's 
Atonement."   
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case does not work against realist referentiality and mimesis, but, more 
importantly, works together with them, in order to point towards the 
restorative and transformative potential of connecting fiction and reality, 
imagination and responsibility, memory and creativity. Contemporary 
tendencies in the British novel have largely reflected a renewed interest in 
history and historical imagination, but, as many critics and novelists have 
observed, in a way that significantly surpasses deconstructionist 
experiment of historiographic metafiction, combining, in fact, 
postmodernist (self)awareness with more traditional forms of storytelling. 
Ian McEwan is one of the most prominent contemporary authors in whose 
work, particularly in his later fiction, this “crossroads” situation, to use 
Lodge’s phrase,2 has been most appealingly resolved. The closed realm of 
the private and psychological, characteristic of his early stories and novels, 
has been widened to include public, social and national histories, along 
with increasingly more self-conscious narrative modes which, 
nevertheless, brought in also new narrative conscience – the one rarely 
found in the “purely” postmodernist, highly self-referential, or anti-
referential, playfulness. Exemplary in this as well as in many other 
respects, and critically often appraised as possibly his best novel, 
Atonement can be said to belong to what David O’Hara called “an unusual 
brand of self-conscious narrative”, and “a restorative metafiction” 
(O’Hara), which is a rare brand precisely because of its ethical implications. 
It is a combination of postmodernism and realism (often called 
postmodern realism or realist postmodernism) in its tendency to restore 
and reaffirm, at fictional and metafictional level, mimetic claims and the 
ethical relationship between author, text and readers, neglected and 
obliterated in the postmodernist fiction. As O’Hara further explains, 
“storytelling does not mark the beginning of a free-play of signifiers or a 
dispersal of constituting fictions, but rather the beginning of a dialogical 
and ethical relationship between texts and readers; of stories not just 
being told from one to another, but by one for another” (O’Hara, emphasis 
in original). Atonement, as we shall see in the metafictional twist of its last 
chapter, establishes this kind of telos: it self-reflexively demonstrates that 
it has been written to make up for the mistake inflicted on the others; it is 
for another that it has been produced, through writing and re-writing, 
imagining and re-imagining, remembering and recalling, and – most 
importantly – through projecting oneself into another, by means of which 
the Self is (re)constituted and extended in a meaningful and ethical way. It 
is a novel about the limits and powers that fiction can have in human life; a 
story about the great responsibilities and risks, as well as enormous 
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 Cf. David Lodge, The Novelist at the Crossroads: And Other Essays on Fiction and Criticism. 



Journal of Language and Literary Studies    173 

 
existential potentials of storytelling to shape, change and amplify our 
experience of time and reality, our identity and its positioning in the world. 

  
Between Memory and Imagination: Writing Towards the Truth of the Self 

 
      The first three parts of the novel are recounted in the third person 
narrative style which, although combining various techniques and poetics – 
classical realism, hints of modernism in the stream of consciousness 
presentation and impressionism (part I), reduced naturalism (part II), etc., 
never questions the omniscient position of the authorial narrator in 
building of a realistic story of personal histories set in a firm social and 
national context. We read of one crucial hot summer day in the 
protagonists’ lives, in 1939, when thirteen-year old Briony Tallis, an 
inexperienced girl with too vivid imagination, wrongly accused Robbie, her 
sister’s Cecilia’s boyfriend and a son of the family’s loyal employee, of 
raping their young cousin Lola. Briony is masterfully depicted as a self-
absorbed teenager (McEwan’s psychological penetration into the 
character of the “border-line” age between childhood and maturity has 
proved its depth and clinical accuracy once again), slightly spoiled, 
obsessed with order and secrets (although empty,3 non-existent, 
invented), with strong literary aspirations and equally strong awareness of 
the class system. Out of the dark and indistinguishable comingling of all 
these characteristics, her motive to make the fatal accusation is reinforced 
by her egotistical need to create a tale, a plausible arrangement of things 
in which she would be a “savior”, a knowing heroine and a judge. Robbie is 
sent to prison and afterwards to serve in the WWII, which is presented 
with disturbingly detailed naturalism in Part II that narrates his and other 
wounded soldiers’ sufferings during the retreat at Dunkirk. In the third part 
of the novel, which centers on Briony’s excruciatingly hard work as a nurse 
in the war hospital and her gradual realization of the terrible mistake that 
she had made ruining two lives – Robbie’s and her sister’s – we learn that 
the lovers are, after all, reunited: she pays a long planned visit to Cecilia, 
who, although not ready to forgive her (yet), decides to accept her offer to 
set the things right legally and officially change her previous statement. 
However, the last section of the novel, titled “London, 1999” – the same 
words which, in a form of signature or quite unexpected post-scriptum, 
oddly end the previous section – breaks the mimetic illusion and subverts 
the story’s realist assumption, as we find out that it has all along been 
Briony’s narrative, actually, one of many: 
 

                                                 
3
 Peter Mathews makes this point several times in his article: cf. Mathews, "The impression 

of a deeper darkness: Ian McEwan's Atonement." 
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It is only in this last version that my lovers end well, standing side 
by side on a South London pavement as I walk away. All the 
preceding drafts were pitiless. But now I can no longer think what 
purpose would be served if, say, I tried to persuade my reader, by 
direct or indirect means, that Robbie Turner died of septicaemia at 
Bray Dunes on 1 June 1940, or that Cecilia was killed in September 
of the same year by the bomb that destroyed Balham 
Underground station. [...] I know there’s always a certain kind of 
reader who will be compelled to ask. But what really happened? 
The answer is simple: the lovers survive and flourish. As long as 
there is a single copy, a solitary typescript of my final draft, then 
my spontaneous, fortuitous sister and her medical prince survive 
to love. (McEwan, Atonement, 370-71, emphasis in original) 

 
     In fiction, therefore, in her storytelling, now 77-year old Briony, a 
renowned writer, tries to amend what she failed to do in the empirical life: 
to change absurdly painful histories, to restore what she destroyed, to 
unite the unjustly separated lovers. It is important to mention that an 
excess of imagination, the fabulation of facts and experience, was what 
separated them in the first place: Briony’s accusation of Robbie and her 
will to believe (and make everyone else believe) that he was the rapist was 
to a large extent caused by her need to have a pattern, a symmetry in a 
story of good and bad characters, heroes and villains, as her perception 
was shaped by literature from the earliest stages of her development (by 
black-and-white stories at first, morality plays, etc., much like the one she 
tries to stage to welcome her brother, The Trials of Arabella, ordering the 
roles and behaviors of her little “actors”). Now, somewhat ironically and 
more significantly, it is again through words and imagination, through new 
type of knowledge and extended emotional intelligence, through memory 
and creation of yet another narrative, that she tries to correct her mistakes 
and reach an atonement, or at least a possibility of atonement. Moreover, 
we deduce that her entire life has been determined and shaped by that 
mistake and the attempt to correct it: her existence as a character and an 
author of this novel has taken form of the need to atone: to realize at-one-
meant ideal of fusing reality and fiction, past and present. It is both the 
authorial drive and a deep anthropological claim, common trait of 
humanity, which urges Briony to try to connect storytelling with the 
structure of life – to make a unity, a meaningful whole of the fragmented 
pieces. The question of authorial position arises with an acute awareness 
concerning its limitations:     
 

The problem these fifty-nine years has been this: how can a 
novelist achieve atonement when, with her absolute power of 
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deciding outcomes, she is also God? There is no one, no entity or 
higher form that she can appeal to, or be reconciled with, or that 
can forgive her. There is nothing outside her. In her imagination 
she has set the limits and the terms. No atonement for God, or 
novelists, even if they are atheists. It was always an impossible 
task, and that was precisely the point. The attempt was all. 
(McEwan, Atonement, 371) 

 
     Teleologically, the problem Briony is facing is the core existential 
and ontological problem of all secular confessions: the problem of 
authority. Justifiably classifying Atonement as an example of confessional 
fiction, or fictional confession, D’Hoker notices the determining difference 
between religious and secular, or literary, confessional discourse: that of 
an institutionalized authority empowered to give forgiveness.4 Whereas 
religious confessions by definition always presuppose one, the 
performative nature of the act itself being closely connected to the belief 
in the certainty of its telos, secular confessions are marked by uncertain 
authority and oriented towards the process itself, rather that its outcome. 
In addition to this, another important distinguishing feature is the fact 
that, unlike religious confessions, which are focused on the plausible goal 
of obtaining absolution, fictional confessions are rather centered on a 
quest for truth: “an intensely personal, interior truth: a, or rather the, truth 
of the self. True facts do not matter as much as authenticity: the true self 
that lies behind these facts” (D’hoker 32, emphasis in original) Briony’s 
fifty-nine years long process of re-writing the history of two lovers, which 
she tragically modified in the first place, was also – and inevitably – the 
process of discovering and re-writing the self, for her confession comes 
very close to autobiography in its form, its intention and its desired goal. 
The truth of the self is something which both a confessant and an 
autobiographer are turned to in their creative quests, and for the author it 
is always inextricably linked to the very act of telling/writing, as it is 
through the telling/writing that it emerges. It is in the process of 
imaginative recreation of reality, her own as well as others’, which she 
herself initially wrongly created by her act of misinterpretation of the facts, 
that Briony’s narrative becomes actually a story of herself and her 
development as a character and as an author. 

The strong association between the truth of subjectivity, rather 
than a subjective truth, on the one hand and authority and authorship on 
the other, is inevitably intertwined with the notion of historicity of self 
(and of the truth of the self), as well as with the recognition of its 

                                                 
4
 D’hoker uses the labels “confessional fiction” and “fictional confession” alternately to 

describe the same type of narrative. Cf. Elke D’hoker, “Confession and Atonement in 
Contemporary Fiction: J. M. Coetzee, John Banville, and Ian McEwan.” 
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fictionality. Atonement is entirely imbued with various notions of history, 
historicity and memory. Apart from being structured as a revision of and 
an homage to the English literary history – and memory of it – through its 
intertextuality, multiple narrative styles and interest and affinity that all 
three protagonists share when it comes to literature, it also encompasses a 
national and European history, which intertwines with private histories, as 
well as a social history (British class system, pre-war and post-war 
transformations of social milieu), etc. Also, the significance of spatial 
memory is addressed in the last part: Briony walks past the houses where 
various members of her family and friends once lived, noticing that 
“[B]eyond a certain age, a journey across the city becomes uncomfortably 
reflective. The addresses of the dead pile up” (McEwan, Atonement, 355). 
At last, but not the least, memory plays a crucial structural and thematic 
role in a novel whose protagonist and narrator is diagnosed with vascular 
dementia, that is, a gradual, inevitable and complete loss of memory that 
defines her as an author and that defines us all as human beings. Along 
with the remembrance of people, events and the empirical past in general, 
as a temporal succession of various lives and realities, the importance of 
literary memory – at both fictional and metafictional level, i.e. in both 
Briony’s and McEwan’s case – is reflected in the pluralism of narrative 
techniques and different poetics that marked the development of the 
British novel through time.5 In the allusiveness and intertextuality of 
Atonement, in the layering of different prose styles and modes of writing 
which both authors, Ian McEwan and Briony Tallis, employ, it becomes 
clear that the concepts of authorship and authority largely depend on a 
particular style the author chooses at a time, since it is the narrative 
perspective and the narrative voice that determine and construct these 
concepts and what is produced by them. Furthermore, the ethical 
implications of a chosen style, as well as the ethical implications of every 
authorial activity, proceed from the recognition that subjectivity is always 
constructed (being deconstructed, and then reconstructed) over time, and 
through time, as much as through a narrative: through various ways of 
fictionalising one’s own history as well as others’. Every narrated history 
turns into a story, a fiction, in the very process of being told (let alone 
written), just as every storytelling re-imagines and re-creates a history: a 
possible reality, as it might have happened, no less real than the one which 
did happen and which frames it. We learn that Briony’s final authority is 
not unfounded: it is based upon her history and her development as an 
author, upon her many different attempts to write the novel about Cecilia 
and Robbie, which eventually ends in a self-reflexive version that 
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 Pilar Hidalgo enumerates various aspects of literary memory and novelistic history in 

Atonement. Cf. Pilar Hidalgo, “Memory and Storytelling in Ian McEwan’s Atonement.” 
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foregrounds her own authorial and self-constructed position, telling at 
same time the poignant story of the two lovers. And this is precisely the 
point where the realistic and ethical significance of metafiction steps in 
and where the self-referential narrative becomes highly referential, with 
humanistic appeal. As B. Finney puts it, “when novelists force us to 
understand the constructed nature of their characters, they invite us 
simultaneously to reflect on the way subjectivity is similarly constructed in 
the non-fictional world we inhabit” (76). Understanding the fictional 
nature of what we call “the real life” and comprehending the fictional 
nature of every process of remembering and recounting “the real history” 
leads, by the logic of analogous reversal, to acknowledging the reality of 
invention, the truth of fabulation, and, hopefully, a healing power of 
imagination to restore, in this fluctuation of facts-fiction boundaries, what 
was broken in the non-fictional part of history.  
      Ars memoriae, even according to a most sober scientific definition, 
is closely related to invention and creative construction:  
 

The art of memory (Latin: ars memoriae) is any of a number of 
loosely associated mnemonic principles and techniques used to 
organize memory impressions, improve recall, and assist in the 
combination and “invention” of ideas. (Wikipedia, my emphasis) 

 
 In Briony’s case, perhaps in every writer’s case, the relationship is 
more than obvious: the combination of memory and imagination is 
something that directs and redirects her writing, her confession, her novel 
and its numerous drafts, her quest and dream of atonement. Both memory 
and imagination are being extended over time to include acceptance and 
compassion, revisions of attitudes and narrative styles, as well as 
multiplication of perspectives and standpoints. “The attempt was all,” she 
says, recognising and accepting that it is in the process only that the goal 
can be reached, or at least glimpsed at: the goal of bringing life and text as 
close to one another as possible, the goal of connecting history and story, 
and, ultimately, the authorial and the experiential self in a way that 
reshapes and amplifies them both.  
 
 Literary Self-invention as an “Upward Fall” 
 
     In a world where “There is no one, no entity or higher form that 
she can appeal to,”, where “[t]here is nothing outside her,” as she says, 
Briony’s authority starts to emerge from her honesty and the authenticity 
of recognizing herself, as painful as it may be, “between self-exculpation 
and self-laceration” (Head 166), as a fallible character and as a fallible 
author. As D’Hoker pointed out in his article on confessional fictions, 
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recognising the Self and – very importantly – accepting the Self is one 
possible way out of the confessional labyrinth.6 In the course of many 
versions of her narrative about Cecilia, Robie, her family and her crime, 
which is also and inevitably a self-narration, Briony Tallis accepts her own 
illusions and mistakes, without denial or embellishments, she embraces 
her own guilt and repentance, and consequently, possibly, opens up a 
hope for, if not forgiveness, than a growth. McEwan provided a simple yet 
quite revealing comment about the psychological and moral implications 
of the storytelling, which is lifelong in this case: “I wanted to play with the 
notion of storytelling as a form of self-justification, of how much courage is 
involved in telling the truth to oneself” (in Head 163). It is a sort of inner 
authority, when there is no external (at least not perceived to be), that 
comes out of the “truth of the self” and out of self-acceptance or, as 
D’Hoker concludes: “Being created in the slow process of writing, the truth 
of confession seems to involve an authoritative acknowledgement of this 
truth as mine” (42, emphasis in the original). 
 Construction of the Self through narration, especially through a 
confessional narrative, leads not only to the acknowledgement of its 
historicity and its always partly fictional, and therefore unstable, 
changeable, character, but also opens up an indefinite space for the 
expansion of the Self. Self-recognition and self-acceptance contain an 
enormous potential for qualitative enlargement: in psychological, ethical 
and existential terms, as the modern psychology has continually stressed 
out. The concept of the sublimation of the self, offered by Ludwig 
Binswanger, a Swiss psychiatrist and a pioneer in existential psychology, 
can serve as a very useful tool for reflecting on the connection between 
the Self, writing/storytelling and ethical potential of fiction. In the context 
of the novel such as Atonement, with its highly self-conscious meditation 
upon the somewhat morally dubious authorial role7 and the artist’s 
responsibility towards life, Binswanger’s claims that as human beings “(we 
are) free to design (ourselves) toward the most different potentialities of 
being" and that our existence, particularly through dedication to a creative 
authorial activity, “transcends the being” (May 191–213), are profoundly 
consonant with McEwan’s extended interest in narrative ethics and ethical 
implications of story-telling and story-reading, which are always 
imaginative projections into another, but also, self-reflexively, into 
ourselves. In his summery of Binswanger’s main attitudes, Paul De Man 
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 It is a labyrinth-like process because, as much as it reveals the true Self, confessional 

(autobiographical) narrative can also paradoxically mask the Self, in the very process of 
always new narrative strategies that entail also appearance of new aspects of the Self. Cf. 
D’Hoker, pp. 34-35. 
7
 For the discussion of moral ambivalence contained in Briony's and, inherently, any 

modern novelist's authorial position, see: Head pp. 156-174. 
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provides valuable insights into the role literature can have in the 
extension, transcendence and re-definition of the self and being. The 
author’s subjectivity, but also the reader’s at another level, is positioning 
itself only in relation towards the constitutive and formative categories of 
being, expressed through fiction, trying to resist the concerns and limits 
imposed by the empirical being and the empirical, external world. Focusing 
on Binswanger essay on Ibsen entitled “Hendrik Ibsen and the Problem of 
the Developing of the Self in art,” De Man says that “[f]or Binswanger, 
literary enterprise can never be separated from the project of self-
realisation” (40), while his reflection upon the writer’s renunciation of the 
self he inherited and his relinquishing of the “particular circumstances that 
defined his initial situation in the world: family, place of birth, 
psychological and sociological conditions” (39) unmistakably reminds of  
Briony’s self-sacrifice and renunciation of her familiar contexts and her 
original identity in the pursuit of literary enterprise that, for her, equals 
atonement. This type of self-realisation necessarily entails an expansion, 
an extension of the Self, which, as De Man reminds us, Binswanger 
conceived as a vertical rather than horizontal development in his 
phenomenological and existential psychology. It is a vertical movement, a 
quest upward (or downward, if depths of the self are the point of 
reference), a sublimation, which is potentially endless process. Thus, 
Briony’s endless rewriting of her atonement in various narrative styles and 
in various voices and perspectives, her lifelong literary project, is a sort of 
upward fall, to rephrase Binswanger’s idea of the ontological fall of the 
poetical consciousness, during which she falls into other existences over 
time, allowing them their own voices and perspectives.  
  “It was always an impossible task, and that was precisely the 
point,” writes Briony Tallis in the final chapter, which again echoes 
Branswinger’s notion that the work of art is directed towards “an 
unreachable goal, and its partial success takes on the form of ‘a 
renunciation at the very moment when it comes into being’” (De Man 43). 
Briony’s renunciation, expressed also in her refusal to give herself 
forgiveness in the world of her novel, is profoundly intertwined with the 
breaking of the limits of her ego, with pushing forward of the boundaries 
of her known self, with reinventing the self. Her writing serves as a process 
of authentication of the enlarged self that is lifted above its initial 
circumstances. However, the mental and creative transformation of 
Briony, her change and growth both as a character and an author, is 
enacted also as a reduction in a certain sense, as an ontological 
contraction, since at the end of the novel she denies herself a superior 
ontological status, becoming one of the characters, one of her own 
inventions, going off to sleep and leaving the text somewhat open. It is 
through this sort of final imaginative leap, which is self-accepting and self-
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denying at the same time, that Briony Tallis recreates herself in a poetically 
and ethically upward direction, at the same time extending and lifting to 
another level the ethical and dialogical potential of the metafictional 
narrative itself. 
 The ethical and humanistic appeal of Briony’s as well as McEwan’s 
self-reflexive metafiction consists precisely in its ability to show the 
movability and flexibility of boundaries in the realisation of the reality of 
others, as Briony herself once thought. Imagining other’s reality through 
constituting a narrative, a fiction which shapes not only their history – the 
history of others – but, as we can see, the history of the author’s Self, has a 
fundamental ethical dimension and important social implication. In his 
moving response to the 9/11 terrorist attack, McEwan wrote, among other 
things, about the crime as a failure of imagination: 
      

If the hijackers had been able to imagine themselves into the 
thoughts and feelings of the passengers, they would have been 
unable to proceed. It is hard to be cruel once you permit yourself 
to enter the mind of your victim. Imagining what it is like to be 
someone other than yourself is at the core of our humanity. It is 
the essence of compassion, and it is the beginning of morality. 
(“Only love and then oblivion. Love was all they had to set against 
their murderers”, The Gardian) 

 
 All the richness of McEwan’s narrative ethics is reflected precisely 
in this notion: Atonement is both a fictional and a metafictional 
demonstration of the importance of imaginative projection “into the other 
people’s shoes”. Fictionally, it dramatizes Briony’s crime, guilt, punishment 
and the need to atone: her tragic mistake was first caused by an excess of 
imagination, but it was a narcissistic imagination which led to misreading 
of reality, whereas her painful and restorative upward fall lead her to yet 
another order of imaginative capacity and that is empathetic imagination, 
which meant honest emotional engagement with the world of others.  
Metafictionally, the novel reflects on the ambivalent authorial role and the 
responsibilities it entails, on the potential risks and healing powers of the 
imagined stories, on the ways in which we construct them and – more 
significantly – the ways in which they construct us and our reality. The 
emotional and moral responses to Briony as a character, as well as to other 
characters and their individual and shared fictional destinies, along with 
self-reflexive contemplation of Briony as an author whose psychology and 
ontology largely depend on her own narrative, stir reader to engage in the 
complex social and ethical awareness this novel generates. In that light, 
the metafictional ending, rather than destabilising realist reading contract, 
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actually reinforces the mimetic claims of the text and its effective 
communication with the readers or, as Peter Mathews said:  
 

the novel’s structural twist is meant to engage the reader in a 
reversal of perspective. The reader’s judgment of Briony suddenly 
becomes pre-emptive, insofar as we have shown ourselves to be 
hasty in our morality and our willingness to judge (157, emphasis 
in the original). 

 
 The appreciation of the complexity of others, the value of 
restraining from judgement, the realisation of the reality of other people’s 
feelings, experiences and personal histories are the crucial messages 
Briony Tallis poignantly learned and relearned through an imaginative 
extension of empathy, which was exercised through decades of narration – 
a storytelling that was the starting point and also the final product of 
empathy. Its further extension additionally encompasses the readers in the 
self-conscious coda of the novel, since Briony’s creative authority 
eventually deconstructs and surpasses itself, demonstrating the 
restorative, healing and purposeful potential of fiction to amplify 
experience at many levels. 
 

*** 
        
 Arguing in favour of the view that Ian McEwan belongs to that not 
so numerous group of the contemporary novelist whose interest in the 
narrative ethics always, in its final analysis, has prevalence over the 
postmodernist poetics, O’Hara concludes that metafictional style of 
McEwan’s novels is “less a parody of realist techniques than a self-
conscious working-through of realist aims in light of postmodernity” 
(O’Hara). The realist and mimetic preoccupations are evident not only in 
the sense of the lived, socially and psychologically vibrant experience his 
text invokes, but also in the powerful invitation to the readers to identify 
with the characters, to invest sympathy and empathy while recognizing not 
only the characters’, but also their own, our own, constructed identities, 
which can, consequently, be reconstructed and meaningfully enlarged. 
McEwan’s Atonement, therefore, despite or precisely because of its 
postmodernist strategies, reasserts the ancient role of storytelling as an 
expansion of the self in the direction of an ethical and emotional relation 
towards the other.       
 
 
 
 



182 FOLIA LINGUISTICA ET LITTERARIA: 

 
Works Cited: 

 
D’hoker, Elke. “Confession and Atonement in Contemporary Fiction: J. M. 

Coetzee, John Banville, and Ian McEwan.” Critique: Studies in 
Contemporary Fiction, 48.1 (2006): pp. 31–43.  

De Man, Paul. “Ludwig Binswanger and the Sublimation of the Self”, in: 
Blindness and Insight: Essays in the Rhetoric of Contemporary 
Criticism. New York: Oxford University Press, 1971. 36-50. 

Finney, Brian. "Briony's Stand Against Oblivion: The Making of Fiction in Ian 
McEwan's Atonement." Journal of Modern Literature 27.3 (2004): 
68–82.  

Head, Dominic. Ian McEwan. Manchester University Press, 2007. 
Hidalgo, Pilar. “Memory and Storytelling in Ian McEwan’s Atonement.” 

Critique 46.2 (2005): 82–91.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Art_of_memory, accessed at: 2018-08-19 
Lodge, David. The Novelist at the Crossroads: And Other Essays on Fiction 

and Criticism. Cornell University Press , 1971. 
 Mathews, Peter. “The impression of a deeper darkness: Ian McEwan's 

Atonement.” English Studies in Canada, 32.1 (2006): 147-160.  
May, Reese (ed.), Angel, Ernest (ed.), Ellenberger, Henri F. (ed.). Existence: 

A New Dimension in Psychiatry and Psychology. Northvale NJ: 
Jason Aronson Inc. Publishers, 1994. 

McEwan, Ian. “Only love and then oblivion. Love was all they had to set 
against their murderers.” The Guardian. 15 September 2001. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2001/sep/15/september11.
politicsphilosophyandsociety2, accessed at 2019-02-27. 

McEwan, Ian. Atonement. London: Cape, 2001. 
O’Hara, David K. “Mimesis and the Imaginable Other: Metafictional 

Narrative Ethics in the Novels of Ian McEwan” 
http://www.ianmcewan.com/resources/docs/OHara-Excerpt.pdf, 
2018-08-22. 

 
 

NOVO ZAMIŠLJANJE ISTORIJA, NOVO STVARANJE SOPSTVA U 
MAKJUANOVOM ISKUPLJENJU 

 
 Opravdano svrstan među primjere postmodernog realizma, ili 
takozvane “rekonstruktivne metafikcije” (O’Hara), Makjuanov popularni i 
kritički visoko ocijenjeni roman Iskupljenje (2001) u cjelosti potvrđuje često 
navodjenu izjavu autora da “zamišljajući kako je to biti neko drugi stiže se 
do srži naše humanosti”. Fokusirajući se uglavnom na metafikcijski 
završetak romana, koji, poput nekog neobičnog post-skriptuma, donosi 
svojevrstan tematski, strukturni i ontološki zaokret, preusmjeravajući 
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čitavu priču, u ovom radu se istražuju ograničenja i potencijali kreativne 
imaginacije, kao i njena moć da iznova generiše, ispravlja i smisleno 
proširuje lične istorije, čime se ukazuje na suštinsku etičku dimenziju 
savremene samosvjesne proze. Fenomenološka veza između ars memorije, 
imaginacije, pisanja (iznova) i Sopstva je ovdje sagledana kroz osnovnu 
pretpostavku egzistencijalne psihologije prema kojoj je subjekat sposoban 
da transcendira sebe, iznova stvarajući sebe kroz naraciju o sebi i drugima. 
Analizirajući Brajoni Talis i kao junakinju i kao autorku unutar romana, u 
njenom pripovijedanju o sopstvenoj i tudjim istorijama, ovaj rad će se 
baviti etičkim mogućnostima autoreferencijalne proze u povezivanju 
subjekta sa svijetom, čime se u isti mah preispituju i granice prošlosti, 
sadašnjosti i ideje o realnosti. 
 
 Ključne riječi: postmoderni realizam, zamišljanje iznova, kazivanje, 
Sopstvo, prihvatanje, uvećanje, narativna etika.  
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Abstract: In the huge and most diverse discussion on the influence of the English 

language as a second, international, or bridge language, there are distinctive voices 

drawing attention to the fact that this language as nowadays so widely used in 

innumerable contexts, is no longer ‘owned’ by the community of speakers to whom 

it is mother language, those primarily of the countries from where English language 

originates. Moreover, the number of people speaking, or rather using English 

language today either as their second or foreign language, by far outnumbers 

people to whom it is native. Situation being such, it is further claimed the concept 

of ‘standard English’ reflects inherent inequality stance, for if it belongs to 

everyone speaking it, then insisting on the supremacy on only one of its variants 

means placing all those speakers of it in a subdued position, and this possibly being 

yet another facet of English an agent of neocolonialism and globalization 

(Pennycook 1998, Phillipson 1992). The spread of the English language has been 

much investigated as oppressive to the formation and expression of personal and 

collective identities, degrading national languages and through globalization 

diminishing the impact of local cultures (Bhaba 1990), that it challenges cultures 

and discourses, being the impetus for continuous re-codification and re-colonisation 

(Foucault 1980). However, equally significant in relevance and number, the 

opposing views claim English today offers an expanded community of users 

enabling new ways of expressing, changing, negotiating voices that offer chances 

for cultural renewal and exchange around the world, that the awareness of this 

brings “decolonizing of the colonizers mind” (Penycook 2013). Taking the flip side 

of the situation, English language natives are noted to be in a paradoxical situation 

of being expatriates from their own language, themselves “co-victims” (Bratlinger 

1990). This insurgent knowledge of the status of English language today is 

certainly to instigate further investigation, ‘writing back’ of what ontology this 

language now embodies.  

 

Key words: English language, globalization, neocolonialism, native speakers, 

ontology. 

 
 

 Introduction 
 

 English language is indisputably a lingua franca of the present, at 
once the initiator and agent of globalization. As such it is a socio-political 
fact, and so an ontology of globalization, of the social, political, ideological, 
economical processes that constitute it, and also a marker of identity and 
the language in which, with all these underlying layers of meaning 
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constitution, history is written, read, interpreted. Because of these most 
complex forces, hereby briefly named, in much of contemporary debate, 
English is targeted as a major threat to local languages and identities, 
being accused of native languages endangerment, language death, 
linguicide (Phillipson and Skuttnab-Kangas 1995, 483).  
 Yet this process has a reverse perspective as well. Simultaneously, 
English language itself, its linguistic features and social perception, is 
affected by these intricate and far reaching changes, it is influenced upon 
as much as it influences. However, this viewpoint is not as much insisted 
upon in theory. The overarching argument stating this changing position of 
English language as acted upon reversely is the issue against of the 
‘ownership of English language’ (Seidlhofer and Jenkins 2003; Widdowson 
1994, 2003) and the ‘single monochrome standard’ (Quirk 1990) and for 
the pluri-centricity of English (so called World Englishes (Kachru 1992)). 
The paradox English language is experiencing is that whereas national 
languages worldwide are either being protected by national, 
institutionalized norms against the influx of English language (some 
national languages are undeniably being heavily influenced by English, 
some to the point of endangerment as is being argued), there are changes 
occurring in the English as well. 
 English language is claimed to belong to everyone speaking it 
worldwide over, and no longer belonging to countries and nations where it 
originates from, that this ‘democratization’ of English makes the 
dichotomy of native and nonnative users seems to have become obsolete, 
that it is a socio-linguistic fact that native speakers of English have lost the 
exclusive control of its standardization, and have in fact become a 
minority. There are even voices speaking of what (used) to be native 
speakers of English as expatriates from their own language. This tendency 
may be viewed as an attempt to resolve the power relations between 
native and nonnative users, making the language ‘cross-culturally 
democratic’, as certainly to some degree language is an index and an 
instrument of political power.  
 

 Pluricentrism of English 
 

 In 1985 Braj Kachru offered a three, concentric circle model, for 
current presence of English, those responding to the geographical and 
historical dimensions of English origin and spread. The inner circle thus 
marks the countries where English is a native language – UK, USA, the 
outer circle subsumes former colonies where English is a second language, 
and the third circle is the rest of the world where it is used as a foreign 
language (Kachru 1985). This model is important, among other reasons, for 
suggesting results of the use of institutionalized non-native English in 
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multilingual and multicultural contexts and for raising important issues 
regarding (socio)linguistic theory, as well as ideological, broad social and 
psychological concerns. This particular use is claimed to influence the 
ontologies of the (new) varieties of English, the way English is learned in 
the pragmatic and interactional contexts, the forms of identities English 
now creates, possible ideological and social changes that result (Kachru 
1990). The ensuing debate on the rationale of the existence of standard 
English or its negating certainly has an inherent ideology layer. It is a part 
of the contemporary social theory which is largely focused on unravelling 
and de-constructing covert or overt expressions of ideology embedded in 
social practices that stem from the dynamic opposition between a 
culturally dominant ‘center’ and a ‘periphery’ considered a margin1. 
Canagarajah (2002) warns that English carries within itself the possibility of 
linguistic imperialism (subsuming in itself other types of cultural 
neocolonialism) and therefore ideological domination.  
 

In relation to the center/periphery dichotomy regarding Standard 
English, Alastair Pennycook states that English “is linked to 
inequality, injustice and the prevention of communication. Thus 
when we talk of language communities and the possible benefits 
of communication they may bring, we must also consider who is 
simultaneously left out of such cultural empires and what the 
consequences may be” (2005, 2).  

 
 Kachru’s model implies recognition of multiple varieties of English, 
now called World Englishes, since at a global level a single norm of 
standard English is no longer used. “English belongs to everybody”, the 
phrase by Robert Macneil (2003), illustrates in his opinion that in the 
present time of the unprecedented concern and “anxiety” about the 
spread of English language, an ever ongoing process of language change 
that is a sign of its “vitality and not decay”, especially since English has a 
long history of language contact and language shift. This “evolutionary 
dynamics” (Kachru 1985) is accompanied by similar dynamism of the 
widespread emergence of hybrid mixes between English and local 
languages of Postcolonial Englishes as well as those in the Extending 
Circles, as English is being adopted by whatever means, in fragments and 

                                                 
 
1
Kachru’s model and theory built around it have instigated heated debate upon its validity. 

Reference to those is deliberately excluded here as being outside the topic. Yet, to give 
credit to it, an exemplary proponents of Standard English, Randolph Quirk, claims that 
without respecting the standard as established in UK (Received Pronunciation) or USA 
(General American) the varieties of this language would dissolve into being mutually 
incomprehensible, with English ultimately losing the function of being a bridge language. 
(Quirk 1990) 
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unconstrained of norm concerns, driven by strongly utilitarian 
considerations (Schneider 2014). 
 Furthermore, the long-standing dichotomy between native 
speakers (NS) and non-native speakers (NNS) of English has been 
profoundly challenged on linguistic, but also on ideological grounds. 
Linguists such as Pennycook, (1994, 2001), Widdowson, (1994), argue that 
the criteria used in labelling NSs/NNSs is a social construct rather that an 
index of linguistic competence. Combined with Kachru’s model, this 
dichotomy favors Standard English as the only model to be emulated. Yet, 
there are many voices in linguistics but also related social theory, warning 
of the implications of treating Standard English as reserved for the “inner 
sanctum” (McGill 2000). 
 English language pedagogy worldwide gives supremacy to NSs in 
English speaking educational context without ever admitting that mere 
belonging to a nation whose mother tongue is English bears no 
connections to the proficiency in using that language – a fact obvious with 
any other mother tongue. To avoid and overcome this problematic 
dichotomy between NSs/NNSs, Widdowson (1994) presented the concept 
of ‘ownership of English language’ as a self-validated linguistic identity, 
and we argue identity as a whole. This owning of a language refers also to 
altering or not adhering to the norms of the center, the Standard English, 
where English varieties have different forms and functions. In the outer 
circle, primarily ex colonies, this language has had a long history of 
acculturation to local languages and cultures resulting in nativized 
discourse, style types, functionally determined registers (Kachru 1986). 
These new Englishes are still called nonnative varieties that follow 
nonnative norms (Kachru 1992, Strevens 1992). It is accepted that in these 
areas English has been changed by productive linguistic processes of lexical 
borrowings, morpho-syntactic transfer, semantic extension, pronunciation 
alterations, etc., all resulting in indigenization of English, which in short 
means that now these speakers follow the local languages norms and 
modify the English they speak accordingly. This is happening 
spontaneously, as multilayered linguistic transfer, without any conscious 
effort or institutionally pre-set requirement, showing how a language, 
especially a contact language modifies. Taking a critical stance towards this 
occurrence in an attempt to de-construct the ‘center’ supremacy paradigm 
of English usage on which the dichotomy between NSs and NNSs is based 
and sustained, which however is only social, not academic and which as 
such prevents insight into language change, by denigrating some varieties 
as peripheral or marginal (Mufwene 2001). Instead, what is suggested is 
adopting a pluri-centric view on this issue with non-native speakers in the 
outer circle seen as native speakers in their own right – acquiring and 
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speaking the English language that evolved in their geographical, cultural 
and linguistic region.  
 

 Ownership of English 
 
 In 1994, Henry Widdowson affirmed the ownership of English by 
its speakers outside the historically conceived center. For him, 
indigenization of English is a new, alternative way of assessing mastery 
over that language, precisely using the term ownership to indicate ways of 
appropriating it. He further claims that endonormative standards cannot 
be used in exonormative settings, advocating that: “You are proficient in a 
language to the extent that you possess it, make it your own, bend it to 
your will, assert yourself through it…” (Widdowson 1994).  
 Much in the same vein, Kachru (1985) asserted that traditional 
norms of standardization as relating only to the Inner Circle are no longer 
sustainable, given the findings of contemporary socio-linguistics. He says 
that:  
 

the global diffusion of English has taken an interesting turn: the 
native speakers of this language seem to have lost the exclusive 
prerogative to control its standardization; in fact, if current 
statistics are any indication, they have become a minority. This 
sociolinguistics fact must be accepted and its implication 
recognized. What we need now are new paradigms and 
perspectives for linguistics and pedagogical research and for 
understanding the linguistic creativity in multilingual situations 
across cultures. (30) 

 
 Widdowson, who supported this stance, made an even further 
assertion regarding the ownership over English today, namely that the 
countries where this language originates from, can no longer claim they 
are ‘owners’ of it. Once English has become international language, the 
claim over it shifted. “How English develops in the world is no business 
whatsoever of native speakers in England, the United States, or anywhere 
else. They have no say in the matter, no right to intervene or pass 
judgment. They are irrelevant. The very fact that English is an international 
language means that no nation can have custody over it. To grant such 
custody of the language is necessarily to arrest its development and so 
undermine its international status. It is a matter of considerable pride and 
satisfaction for native speakers of English that their language is an 
international means of communication. But the point is that it is only 
international to the extent that it is not their language. It is not a 
possession which they lease out to others, while retaining the freehold. 
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Other people actually own it” (Widdowson 1994, 385). Seidlhofer and 
Jenkins (2003) confirm to Widdowson’s claim that we are witnessing the 
ownership of English to have been passed from native to non-native 
speakers in the outer circle that suggest a form of global inclusiveness. 
Graddol (1997, 2006) also puts forward an argument that since English has 
definitely become a bridge language, its future in terms of how it changes 
is not upon its inner circle native speakers, but upon all users worldwide.  
 The arguments like these that question the present validity of 
standard English have an underlying perspective in common and that is to 
make this language more cross-culturally democratic. It is an 
acknowledgment that English is now not strictly confined to its primary 
lingua-cultural roots but has been disseminated to new communicative 
contexts of ever growing number of interactants with most diverse 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Insights into language change like this 
are based on the current fact that native-speaker norms are not 
conditional for an effective intercultural communication, but the 
negotiations of meaning between speakers. In that way the variants of 
English are neither correct or incorrect, they are proofs that cross cultural 
interaction is dependent on speakers effectively exploiting forms and 
functions of the given language for the purpose of communicating the 
desired meaning. The overall argument therefore is that Standard English 
is no longer to be considered the only reference, but that English, just like 
any other language is a flexible communicative means used by speakers of 
other languages who in their use of it in various ways mingle it with 
their/other languages and changing it in that way.  
 English language used this way is a lingua franca, its use in 
intercultural communication depends on its functionality rather than 
formal adherence to Standard English norms. In this situation, English 
demonstrated exolingual processes of appropriation for inter- and intra-
national uses and is thus democratized and universalized.  
 

 New Directions of Research to Follow 
 
 The situation regarding the status and use of English today 
worldwide and its reference to Standard English hereby presented proves 
that this language is modified through appropriation for accomplishing the 
needed communicative acts regardless if that implies disregard for 
traditional norms. In other words, English as used today throughout the 
world is characterized by occasional application of unconventional features 
which in relation to the Standard are incorrect, but by functionality are 
wrong only by default. Widdowson (2003, 48) defines communication in 
this way saying that it means: “to exploit the resources of the language to 
produce a novel combination, not allowable by conventional code, but 
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nevertheless a latent possibility which is virtual in the language not 
actually encoded.” 
 The research that follows this phenomenon certainly does not aim 
to propose a new ‘standard’ of English language, but rather to promote 
awareness of linguistic accommodation and negotiation of meaning in 
intercultural communication that is based on the resources offered by 
English language, consequently advocating mutual understanding despite 
convergence from the original grammatical/pragmatic/pronunciation 
codes of that very same language. Instead of enforced adherence to 
language standard, this line of research emphasizes that language and 
thought are culture specific and culture bound which is the reason why 
English in the areas off the native countries and further on in its use as a 
lingua franca departs from its thereby standardized norms as influenced by 
the realities of other languages, cultures, practical demands of the given 
communicative situation, which in Pennycook’s (2010, 685) words is 
“transcultural flows” of “translingual franca English.” Language thus used 
for interactive situations throughout the world is continuously emergent 
and in that way “it sheds light on the most fundamental aspects of human 
communication” (Mauranen 2005, 270).  
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PRISVAJANJE ENGLESKOG JEZIKA 

 
 U društvenoj teoriji danas postoje najraznovrsnije rasprave of 
uticaju engleskog jezika kao drugog jezika, kao i jezika međunarodne 
komunikacije, u kojima se izlaže teza da engleski jezik više ne ‘poseduju’ 
narodi koji su ga stvarali, da ne pripada više samo zemljama u kojima je 
maternji. Centralni argument za ovu tvrdnju jeste da je broj ljudi koji 
koriste engleski jezik kao svoj drugi ili strani, danas daleko veći od broja 
ljudi kojima je on prvi jezik. Posledično, tvrdi se da koncept ‘standardnog 
engleskog’ implicira nejednakost, jer kako ovaj jezik danas koriste ljudi 
raznih nacija, njihova varijanta nije ništa manje ‘pravilna’ od dosadašnjeg 
standarda Velike Britanije ili SAD. Insistiranje na ‘standardu jezika’ ovih 
zemalja pokazuje još jedan kritikovani aspect upotrebe engleskog kao 
agenta neokolonijalizma i globalizacije (Pennycook, 1998; Phillipson, 1992). 
Širenje upotrebe engleskog jezika razmatra se i kao opresivni uticaj na 
formiranje i izražavanje ličnih i kolektivnih identiteta, na nacionalne jezike i 
kulture (Bhaba, 1990), te da predstavlja impetus za ponovnu kolonizaciju 
(Foucault, 1980). Ipak, danas su jednako važni i glasovi koji ukazuju da 
ovakva rasprostranjena upotreba engleskog jezika omogućava i nove 
načine izražavanja koji doprinose kulturnoj razmeni širom sveta, tako da 
svest o ovome znači „dekolonizovanje kolonizovanog uma“ (Penycook, 
2013).  
 Kada se u ovom kontekstu sagleda pozicija ljudi kojima je engleski 
maternji jezik, uočava se paradoks da su oni u egzilu u sopstvenom jeziku 
(Bratlinger, 1990). Upotreba engleskog jezika zahteva dalju, opsežnu, 
interdisciplinarnu analizu ontologije koju ovaj jezik predstavlja.  
 
 Ključne reči: engleski jezik, globalizacija, neokolonijalizam, 
maternji jezik, ontologija. 
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Abstract: This study gives an insight into Karadžić’s creative work from the aspect 

of culture and historical reality. It involves a culturological and creative analysis. A 

review is offered of research on the creative work of this artist in society and his 

catharsis in various cultural and historical contexts, from the aspect of culture, as a 

chronicle of society and in terms of pictorial expression. His artistic expression and 

the semantics of creative interpretation through the chronological method in the 

research indirectly reveal a cathartic boost given to this artist’s steps in his creative 

expression. The study will be inspirational for chronological approaches regarding 

creativity in the Balkan cultural area. 

 

Keywords: cultural and historical chronicle, Dragan Karadžić, chronological 

approach, Balkan cultural area. 

 
 

 Introduction 
 

In this paper, the symbolic elements of Karadžić’s paintings and an 
interpretation of his artistic creative spectrum will be considered from a 
culturological aspect. In this culturological study, his art exhibitions are 
evaluated, taking into account the number of them and the content of the 
reviews about them. The idea of the owner of the Pizzana Art Gallery was 
to gather this artist’s paintings and reaffirm one of the key protagonists of 
the discipline of art in the Balkan cultural area. The research results were 
obtained using a multicultural approach, as no scientific results could be 
obtained without multidisciplinary research that would unite research 
from many fields. Here a combined approach is used, researching 
achievements from art history, philosophy, aesthetics, literature and 
culturology.  

With a clear overview of the historical development of 
Montenegrin painting in the framework of Montenegrin culture and 
science, an explanation is given of how important tradition is – 
anthropological and spiritual – as a basis for a special approach to the 
system of values.  
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From the aspect of being a chronicle of the society and of 

contemporary history, the quality of his acrylic paintings, watercolours, 
drawings and those of combined techniques, has lasted into the second 
decade of the third millennium. Due to three aspects of his personality – 
those of being an artist of endless talent, educator and creator – the 
continuity of his work deserves a special attention. The analysis will start 
from his last exhibition. This study is based on multiple parameters such as 
reviews by art historians, the statements of various scholars, theory, data 
collected from introductory speeches, catalogues, monographs and 
interviews, which summarise the findings about the following aspects of 
his exhibitions: 1) reviews of his exhibition (in terms of the number, 
content and sources of the reviews); 2) the views of distinguished scholars 
about his creative work; 3) a semiotic hypothesis of signs. 

 
 Analysis of Karadžić’s Creative Work 

 
 Karadžić’s most recent exhibition of paintings was opened by the 
full academician and President of the Montenegrin Academy of Sciences 
and Art, Dragan Vukčević, parts of whose inspiring opening speech is 
reproduced here:  
 

The artist is a messenger who appears to us from the earth’s 
dividing lines. His work is a message which he communicates to us 
and which can be formed in various different ways. In every age 
there are only a selected few who can carry this message. There 
are also not many who can hear and understand it. For this reason, 
an original work of art is a true miracle. It looks like a fragment of 
some other world that has fallen into our time period. [...] In our 
era, which is defined by speed and massiveness, consumption and 
superficiality, there are fewer and fewer who resemble 
themselves, and more and more who look no different from 
others. I won’t say that D. Karadžić’s paintings are better than the 
rest – fine art theoreticians can provide better testimony to that. 
What I can say it that, for me, they are different from others. 
 I experience his pictures as shadows of spirituality. Created 
in silence and solitude, shaped by his gift and work, they appear to 
us as windows of their own kind. To those who are able not only to 
watch but also to see, there appears from them something deeper 
and Higher than the visible. And it is from that Higher that refined 
music is heard, which the murmur of time cannot drown out. 
 This is where the title of the exhibition Traces and Echoes 
comes from. [...] 
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 [...] these sorts of exhibitions [...] raise many questions. 
They raise essential questions: what is the calling of the artist 
nowadays? where do we stand with art in our era? Both questions 
have their origin in the issue of what today’s culture means. From 
this shadow questions arise about continuity, identity and the role 
of institutions in the era we belong to. The answer requires the 
dedication of those who create, and the meaningful constancy of 
those who decide about that creative process. 
 [...] while a poet is able to recite poetry, while a thinker is 
able to think, and while a believer is able to believe – mankind will 
have hope. Events like this one keep the flame of this hope alight. 
With a sense of gratitude and honour, I declare this exhibition 
open. (Dragan Vukčević, 29/03/2018) 
 
The exhibition marked 40 years of work by the artist. Art as a 

means of metaphysical realisation is the personal path of the artist himself, 
who contributed to the development of painting from the aspect of 
learning about abstract artists. This academician of the Montenegrin 
Academy of Sciences and Arts, Dragan Karadžić, is a man with an 
impressive CV. He was born in Petnjica, Šavnik in 1950. He was a brilliant 
undergraduate and postgraduate student during his studies at the Faculty 
of Fine Arts in Belgrade in 1978, in the class of Professor Radenko Mišević. 
He then specialised at the prestigious Académie des Beaux-Arts in Paris in 
the class of Professor Jacques Jankel during 1981-82. He was appointed as 
a full professor at the Faculty of Arts in Cetinje. He has been on study visits 
to Italy, Germany, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Spain, Greece and the 
United States.  

For several years, he worked during the summers on the 
conservation and restoration of icons and frescoes. In his early youth, he 
travelled around the whole world and he greatly admired the freedom and 
beauty of creation – something he has not given up even today. A 
postmodernist and an abstract artist, he is also a pictorial writer who 
writes his messages using pictorial language and makes his strong 
impressions even more vivid by using figures of speech such as metaphors 
and litotes. Karadžić has never disavowed the paintings from his childhood, 
which he has always carried in his heart. 

He has had around 60 independent exhibitions and 400 collective 
ones. His paintings, watercolours and drawings can be found in 25 
museums and galleries, as well as in private collections in Montenegro and 
most European countries, Israel, Saudi Arabia, China, Vietnam, Japan, 
Australia, South Africa, Canada and the USA. They are also included in the 
collections of the Academy of Sciences and Arts in Podgorica, and in the 
equivalent institutions in Belgrade, Sofia, Bucharest, Beijing, Tirana, 
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Chisinau, Skopje and Banja Luka. Also, his paintings can be found in the 
rectorates of universities in Podgorica, Moscow, Priština, Niš, Kragujevac 
and Shkodra, as well as in the collections of 16 universities in Montenegro 
and the Balkan region.   

The first impression one gets at the entrance of his latest 
exhibition named Traces and Echoes held on 29 March 2018 in the Pizzana 
Art Gallery in Podgorica is that God has already been there and paved the 
way for humans. The atmosphere produced with the effect of a rainbow 
after the rain gives a pleasant brightness all around the visitors, scientists, 
colleagues and cameramen.  

While researching the creative process of this Montenegrin 
academician and his continuity, it became evident that his techniques have 
their diametrical antipodes. He strongly supported Van Gogh’s powerful 
thesis that no colour has a meaning on its own, unless it has its 
complement. His mandala symbols appear as domains of lyrical 
abstraction. The changes in his thinking from his cathartic cleansing and 
the process of pictorial expression in his paintings originate from the 
semantic potential of his works. The centre is always in focus, despite the 
prevailing whiteness, blue or golden-yellow, which recalls the heritage of 
the Byzantine Empire. The authentic touch of Byzantine golden-yellow 
space in his most recent paintings marvellously depicts the mosaic of the 
human soul in Christianity. The golden light is the focal point of his latest 
painting, which is dematerialised and set as an ideal image of a Christian 
soul. This is his latest phase, after his previous ones were blue, also of a 
Byzantine colour, which is often highly valued. 

The exhibition of Karadžić’s paintings and artistic achievement, 
which was held in the capital of Montenegro in 2018, is also freshly 
reviewed by the Montenegrin art historian Ljiljana Karadžić. Two 
paragraphs of her review are included below. She gave her professional 
evaluation of his artistry in the following words:  

 
The entire oeuvre of academician Dragan Karadžić is turned 
toward a delicate feeling for nature and its universal categories. 
Despite the distant associativity of the landscapes in his artwork, 
an attentive observer would remark that the relationship the artist 
has with nature is not merely the transition of experience, the 
impression of scenery, but rather of transferring into the realm of 
the painting the rhythm of the ground, air and water that 
transcend time by following principles which match the philosophy 
of the East. The thought and feeling of space, both internal and 
external, transfigures into a new form of visual reality which is 
outside the physical and the sensual. When taking into account the 
artist’s curiosity of spirit, his reflections, lyrical sensitivity, huge 
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erudition, his interest in music and literature, perfectly woven into 
his visual art, new contours of the layers and meaning of his art are 
obtained.” (Ljiljana Karadžić, 2018)  
 
Combining research methodologies, analysing his great oeuvre 

that straddles two different centuries, it can be noted that he has 
succeeded in maintaining continuity in his Montenegrin tradition, but also 
in taking his place at the top of the Balkan art scene even now in the 3rd 
millennium. The aim of this study is to improve a culturological approach 
to the interpretation of his paintings and to initiate research efforts to 
reconsider his creative impact on the rest of the Balkan region. 

The content of his last creative phase recalls Byzantine heritage – 
his golden-yellow phase finds its complement in his former blue phase. In 
his earlier works, blue reigned – but not deliberately or intentionally – the 
colour just happened, like life. He picked blue because it contained the 
idea of visual natural observation. Blue dominated because of its spatial 
vastness, it inspired meditation and was a part of the painter’s nature. Blue 
is the colour of the earth, water and sky. He once explained “it is the 
colour of a hidden place, the space of meditation and memories; it belongs 
simultaneously to the world and the cosmos” (Personal Interview, 
Petnica, April 2013). The painter of blue paintings was constantly aligning 
what was imperishable and universal. Music attracted him within the most 
sophisticated layers of the mind and played an important role in his 
creative oeuvre. The indispensable prerequisite in the depths of his soul is 
music. He once told me that it cleanses a person and gives birth in him to 
all that is close to the heart, but which can hardly be expressed in words. It 
is this feeling of a high sense of life that he transmits into the soul of his 
creative works, like responsiveness to stimulation of the sense of touch. 
The elements of his creativity are intertwined with his life struggles which 
made him aware of pain, so closely associated with optimistic light and 
divine fullness. The content of his artistry is very closely tied to sincerity, 
mastery as the aesthetic principle of an artist – the revelation of beauty, 
moral beauty, his unconditional love for Montenegro, which does not 
diminish his belonging to mankind. 

He has been in the field of art for 40 years and he has realised, and 
still realises, his wide oeuvre at his best and most visited exhibitions, but 
now in a subtler and more mature way. These are exhibitions that are 
earning positive reviews from many unbiased and distinguished historians 
of the arts, philosophers, writers and philologists. Art and the beauty of 
creation are redefined and revived in the colouring of his calligraphy in 
which one can perceive the styles of Indian, Japanese and Chinese 
pictograms. The artist is guided by Picasso’s quotation: “I do not create 
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modelled of nature, but like nature. The basic thing of all my creativity is a 
certain expression from nature transferred into a new visual meaning.”  

On the other hand, in some of his paintings there were 
emphasised friezes of the ground, precipitation, ethereal emptiness filled 
with a calligraphic, musical line which resists decoding, and the upper, 
cosmic zone can be compared with the replacement of the Greek rhythm 
of Feast and Fast, which can be resolved one inside the other. With a 
unique artistic procedure, which is a collection of a number of processes, 
gestural lines, an expressive and cultivated palette, carried out sufficiently 
fast so that the spontaneity of the manuscript is preserved, but 
simultaneously, sufficiently focused so that the spontaneity does not harm 
the culture of painting. His creative work is transparent in formal aspects, 
but has multiple layers in terms of its content, according to art historian 
(Ljiljana Karadžić 2018). 

Art historians have said that the relevance of an exhibition is often 
only visible long after the exhibition closes. This is how it was with his 
exhibition in 2011 held in Belgrade, which was the result of cooperation 
between the Montenegrin Academy of Sciences and Arts and the Serbian 
Academy of Sciences and Arts. The content of that regional exhibition was 
the summarised work of his then almost 40-year-long artistic career. All 
the works were chosen from his studio as his private belongings. There the 
colour blue prevailed. He presented universal messages of the perennial 
Mediterranean, the stunning heights of Durmitor and its green, but also 
blue, endless hillsides and landscapes. His exhibited works were called 
associative, lyrical and abstract by various critics. The exhibition consisted 
of paintings, drawings, watercolours and photographs. The works that 
were exhibited in the auditorium at the Serbian Academy of Sciences and 
Arts were the finest selections from his great oeuvre, something that he 
had never wanted to give up during the four decades of his artistic 
creativity. The horizon is his beginning, and the foreground then just came 
about. There, life pulsates in indefiniteness, because through its layers we 
form images of what happened, what is now, and also signs of what is 
about to happen as inevitability. He has silently and persistently followed 
the footsteps of the explorer, far away from fads, convinced that, in the 
confusing times only strong individual poetics would survive. He brought 
authentic light into Montenegrin painting, light that shines like a halo from 
every single painting or creation of his, whether a drawing or a 
photograph. He wrote and painted everyday environments, which people 
would pass by without noticing, but when they did, they became the 
centre of attention and admiration, which went beyond the local and 
became universal. 

Drawing is the framework of all his works, because in each of the 
four media that the author reluctantly differentiates, drawing seems to be 
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the vertical of the art of painting and the world that it carries within it. In 
his research Karadžić has dealt with the structure of stone plates, the 
ground, the horizon, the pictorial language of ancient scripts, the coast, 
listening to bells, silence and meditation. When this artist listened to the 
refreshing, cautionary and intoxicating sounds of bells, he would gather 
everything up and put it on his canvas, to paint that environment of sound, 
and his wish came true and he created an auditory message in a visual 
painting. The perception of painting, the associative element of the 
universal painting language, the abstraction of Karadžić’s pictorial 
language and his depiction of reality make us think about the pictorial and 
nonverbal as being related in the dynamics of expressive creativity. 

His paintings from the first decade of his career seemed careful 
and transparent, done by a painter of great skill but in a single note. 

The works from the second decade are more profound and harsh-
coloured, they lead to calligraphy, in which there can be recognised 
ancient letters. Sometimes some of them seem to me to originate from 
India, sometimes from Greece, written down by the hand of a stylist who 
puts down his writings on a fine painting canvas, where the painter’s 
handwriting takes precedence over script. Karadžić himself says that all 
those inner silences, turmoils, nightmares and anxieties in him, as well as 
finding art as a way to escape, are some of the starting points, which can 
be characterised as more or less the same for all people who deal with art. 
The differences that make people individuals are essential issues which 
you can only properly answer if you precisely and persistently dig deep 
down inside, but also outside of yourself. 

Those answers are always written down in sweat and pain, but 
they also bring the endless joy of creation, the artist explains (Personal 
Interview, Podgorica, March 2018). 

During the third and the fourth decades of his artistic career, life 
turbulently knocked on the doors of his pictures and he resisted this with 
great engagement and by using bolder layers of grey, where he could 
perceive the little clouds of his sister’s blessings and soothing stories which 
entailed messages of peace and love – that we would all gather again at 
the foot of the green mountains of Durmitor, while the clouds brought 
tranquillity into the unrest, and vividness into the shadows of the 
doldrums. 

The fourth decade of his career has seen hundreds of pages of 
artwork written down but also torn up. He was born in Petnica, the place 
where Vuk Karadžić was also born, so it is no coincidence that he is 
considered the founder of pictorial scripts, and he writes and uses 
calligraphy in light blue and traced framed inscriptions for the current and 
future generations. Therefore, it can be shown that his painting technique 
is actually a rich calligraphy, inherited from his famous ancestors and that 
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he is a painter who signs in blue, and with pictorial language he brings 
impressions from nature, life, temporality and seasonal variability to life. 
At the end of the fourth decade of his career, golden-yellow knocked at his 
artistic door. Golden-yellow has different connotations depending on the 
culture, but in his creative oeuvre it is a typical Byzantine colour, where art 
is considered beauty. In Byzantium, colour was considered to have the 
same significance as words. Golden-yellow in icons and frescoes had the 
meaning of the radiant light of God and the splendour of the celestial 
kingdom where there is no darkness. It symbolised divinity. 

Reviewers of visual art refer to Karadžić as the painter of blue 
paintings, because blue dominates all his pictorial language, but golden-
yellow has also dominated in recent years. When I asked him why, he 
answered that blue dominates nature, water and air, that green is not 
even green, but grey-blue in space. Blue is closer to the meditative 
personality type, and it is also the colour that distinguishes space, it is a 
spatial colour, interspersed by houses and buildings when viewed from an 
aeroplane’s universal perspective. In answering the question about golden-
yellow, he considers that it refers to people inside, an emotional 
recognition of human spirituality. 

Apart from the speech of blue shades and colours, for Karadžić is a 
typical representative of his movement and lines, which originate from the 
most ancient scripts, from the tiles into which the writer carved letters. He 
scratched every single painting and letter, he actually transposed writing 
as a means of communication into a pictorial language, which was 
incorporated into deeper and shallower layers on the canvas. He writes, or 
rather paints, in universal language and his pictures contain much 
information, and when there are the fewest words and letters in them, 
then they convey the most. The symbolism of his script immediately 
attracts one’s attention, enhanced by the colour of what is experienced, 
and if you manage to find messages and scripts in his paintings, then you 
have really refined the spiritual aspect of your life. There are almost no 
boundaries in his symbolism, which always, universally, sets into motion 
the idea of a down-and-out, who is up and then down, but a bit more 
cautious now, but who then again by means of universal and harmonic 
colours and words searches for a new quality of life. 

It has been shown that an image (or picture) is much more 
powerful than words, and the artist defines this extraordinarily and leaves 
us impressed by secret signs beside the road. The power of words is 
coloured by his hidden inscriptions which revive everyday life; they open 
up the soul, talking about past and future events. The artistic aspect of 
pictures and pictorial language is an expression, it is creativity itself. The 
creative painting process is a means of expression and communication; it is 
a visual art or total artistic expression. By artistic expression, the author 
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depicted publicly his own vision of what happens in the world around us. 
His pictorial language represents conscious talents, emotions and 
contents, which, when put on a canvas or a drawing, lead to the process of 
individuation and to revived pictures/images in invisible signs and by the 
visible colours of the planetary aspect of the world in the artist’s story. 
 

 Distinguished Scholars on Karadžić’s Artistic Creativity 
 
 In Dragan Karadžić’s paintings, life is depicted in its cycle, as past, 
present and what is to come. It is all written in a specific script, a language 
whose alphabet you must first decipher in order to dive into the 
accumulated semantic empire. From a sociolinguistic perspective, that 
concept of time can be explained as a process of duration, for the present 
is the point of contact between the past and the future, where the future 
constantly rewinds and proceeds to the past. Keeping on that line, 
Ljubomir Gligorijević in 2011 focused on the strength of Karadžić’s 
temperament, artistic concision and fortitude, consistency, determination, 
professional devotion and morality, saying: “That made me think that, as a 
visual artist Karadzić, sees more than others and that he differently 
perceives people, substance, and the universe” (Gligorijević, 2011). 

At the exhibition held in Hamilton, Canada in 2001 named “The 
Mediterranean,” he fascinated Fernand Braudel, who wondered:  

 
So, what is the Mediterranean? So many things at the same time. 
It is not a sea, but a countless number of seas. It is not the sea, but 
a sequence of seas; it is not a civilisation, but civilisations lying one 
on top of another. (Fernand Braudel, 2001). 
 
In order to think of his pictoriality as something abstract, Mladen 

Lompar, an art historian and one of the reviewers of the exhibition of 
Karadžić’s pictures held at the Centre Gallery in Podgorica, wrote that the 
universality of a close environment and the imaginativeness and 
suggestion of space are the most extreme points that Karadžić reaches in 
his painting “transcription.” His paintings are not limited spaces of light. 
Light flows out of them, it spreads by the visualised symphony of nature, 
defines the inscriptions of the structure that emerge from his memories. 
As he used to say: “That is where oblivion made a selection,” by 
abstracting and compressing. The basic problem of narration and poetic 
expression that appears in such endeavours is eliminated by consistently 
painting facts in the discourse of cryptography. Lompar points out that this 
is why titles such as Something Mine, To Me, The East of Letter, The 
Morning Note, Whispering of Space, Whiteness and others are necessary 
to be able to read the paintings (Mladen Lompar, 1985). 
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Throughout the structure of the regions of Montenegro, where 

stone splinters and facets crash against each other, as well as the azure 
and melancholic sea as the mirror of Baudelaire’s man, according to the 
artist, writes out about the primordial forces of nature and universe, but 
also he depicts meditations, sorrows, human loneliness and destiny. That is 
one of the bonding semantic axes of his paintings from different phases 
which can be marked by landscapes of imagination, because “it is not 
objects that are painted, but the essence of their appearance” (Nataša 
Nikčević, 2009: 50). 

No matter when a certain painting, sketch on paper or drawing 
was made, the dialectic cycle of Karadžić’s poetic forms include a specific 
topology of space – “the real space,” inside and outside (Henri Michaux, 
2011). 

The first part is made up of works in which the artist reduces the 
painting down to values: the surface that finalises  

 
the explosive spreading to all directions and becomes a powerful 
flying shape lined with blue abysses and living cursive signs written 
down with extraordinary vehemence or with slow association to 
figures, their mysterious linings, coagulation and dissipation. 
(Zoran Gavrić, 2009) 
 
Regarding the exhibition which we are analysing, I would like to 

point out the words of the academician Pavle Pejović:  
 
Listening to wise highlanders, [Karadžić] realised that there is also 
something unknown, which is far beyond the lines of the horizon 
that was bounded by the two mountains – Durmitor and Vojnik – 
between which the clear River Komarnica flows like a snake 
through the Nevidio Canyon. Those earliest paintings of grass and 
swath, frozen and dry waterfalls, the serenity of the sky and 
clouds, deep snow and endless whiteness, cut with snow paths, 
spring pastures and stone daffodils, and the smell of forest 
raspberries and strawberries, moonlight and sunny days, were left 
carved in him as a permanent subtext of his creativity, through 
which he overcame many challenges and answered many issues, 
but he and we both know that those issues will never provide final 
answers. (Pejović, 2005) 
 
A former rector of the University of Montenegro, Predrag 

Miranović (2011), at an exhibition held in Cetinje said:  
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Looking at the names of his paintings, we sense the unknown 
special secret of his unique artistic expression. Observing his 
paintings, we open up the space between the outside and the 
inside world, fragments and lights, the infiniteness of clearness and 
the silence of a new solitude. The creativity of our prominent 
painter lets us follow the traces of spiritual dynamism and the 
basic creation for constant engaging in the endless space of ideas. 
In that way, we all become artists and creators of our own 
cognition and we are especially thankful to Professor Karadžić for 
that gift. 
 
Kenneth White (2012: 124) describes it in this way:  
 
It turns out that he is one of the most interesting painters that I 
have ever met, and I have met many of them. Paintings that cover 
the walls of his studio, and also the ones that he brings out from 
various heaps are named: Threshold, Things Arrangement, Bright 
Conscience, Spirit Dynamics, Blue Memories… They are full of 
energy and light, made up by the parallels, layers, borders and 
fractures, signs, traces, soundings and light. 
  
I have picked another strong retrospective review of the painter’s 

work, given by Professor Serge Gaulupeau (2016) who explained his 
argument precisely, as follows: 1) Certainly, like many others, but still with 
incomparable animation, the painter is placed into the matchless outfall of 
the abstract and representative; 2) a saturated blue tone characterises 
many of his paintings, naturally following the examples of many modern 
European masters along a Cézannian model; 3) the power of the lines 
indicates a vitality which is very common among the most prominent 
artists of the Adriatic: delineation of areas, division of space, articulation of 
dynamic places; and 4) last but not least, and almost paradoxically, 
especially in his watercolours, the cryptographical character of his touch 
reaches total Oriental refinement (it seems that the reeds of Lake Skadar 
are not far away…). Because of these, and for other reasons, he finds his 
own place among great French painters, such as Nicolas de Staël, who was 
of Russian origin, and Zhao Wuji, born in China, which proves the a priori 
amplitude of his painting spectrum. 

 
 Pictorial Language as Art Signs and Symbols in Semiotics  

 
 Pictorial language is a form of visual communication which, by 
means of painting symbols and coloured signs and shapes transfers 
unambiguous information. The painting space represents a general visual 
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picture. Just one painting can be the source of many texts, and just one 
text or even a paragraph can inspire many painters. 
 The parallel of comparison between the nonverbal and pictorial is 
the interpretation of artistic expression through the artist’s unique 
drawings. The artist simultaneously translates one source, whether visual 
or verbal, into the pictorial environment and the language of coloured 
letters. The tradition of the accumulated centuries, individual talent and 
self-contained work make us constantly search for unity in the 
contradictions and the balance between the captured fragment and the 
whole. 

On a syntagmatic scale of the moving balance of nature, the artist 
is constantly searching for new patterns and forms of the nonverbal, and 
yet pictorial context. The deciphering of visual works of art by the pictorial 
is a one-way road, which sometimes may take a long time to solve –as in 
the case with the smile of da Vinci’s Mona Lisa exhibited at the Louvre in 
Paris. Time is the best proof of a craft and it integrates the signs into the 
temporal and spatial context that opens up the archive’s vaults and makes 
the secrets available to everyone. 

Curtis Carter examined the pictorial in painting and form in his 
study called “Painting and Language: A Pictorial Syntax of Shapes”. He 
pointed out that the shapes and forms act like syntactical elements in the 
language of painting styles. Every single letter shows something concrete 
or is presented acronymically in the painting. When the letters are 
syntagmatically aligned, they make up a set of ideas and are transferred to 
others. The letters and the thought need to be in a coherent cognitive 
relationship so as to make the perception of the observer vivid and easier. 

By using such pictorial language, an ancient experience is again 
proved: one should always try to remodel the old person in oneself into a 
new one, and in a painting we should look for the eternal in the 
ephemeral. The basic difficulty in the abstract is to recognise the linguistic 
within other symbolic systems. I would like to point out Carter’s approach, 
which states that painting is a subspecies of pictorial language and that it is 
rightly considered “the pictorial language of art” in a casual, metaphorical 
sense. The stimulus for the approach comes from two sources: Pral’s 
theoretical approach to aesthetic analysis and Charles Morris’s semiotic 
hypothesis of signs. Keeping the focus on Carter’s study, the following can 
be pointed out: firstly, it is necessary to mark the domain of the painting 
language, and the most appropriate domain is painting style. Style is an 
analogy of language. It has a series of features, including types of shapes 
and rules for its regulation, along with other syntactical attributes, just like 
representative semantic aspects, such as an object, a technique and 
personal embellishment that are carried out by the artist’s adaptation. 
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Carter analyses lines according to direction (horizontal, vertical, 

straight, corner, crooked or dissected), width and length. He considers 
them to be pictorial elements expressed through the style of an artist. 
According to him, shapes and lines in abstract style have less semantic 
content and more syntactical elements in the pictorial identity. Also, he 
proved that what is considered pictorial language is actually visual 
representation along with artist’s style, form and lines. Style is pictorial 
language, and its syntactical elements represent dominant shapes which 
are used in that style. He has helped greatly in the formulation and 
descriptive interpretation of pictorial symbols, and his analysis has offered 
concrete answers to many puzzling issues. 

Points of contact can be pointed out between nonverbal and 
painting. Instances of nonverbal communication can be divided into four 
categories: aesthetic, physical, semiotic and symbolic, and special 
attention should be paid to the aesthetic type, because it is expressed 
through creative expression. It entails music, dance, theatre, crafts, arts, 
painting and sculpture. Ballet is an excellent instance of aesthetic 
communication, because it includes both dancing and music, without 
spoken or sung words. Even while performing opera, which requires the 
use of words, different facial expressions, costumes, attitudes and 
gesticulations are used. 

The importance of the nonverbal is that aesthetic communication 
transposes the message of pictorial rhetoric. Painting has found its place in 
this type of communication, and if observed extra-linguistically, it 
emphasises a point of close contact between painting and communication. 
Without doubt a solution has been provided in the analysis of the cited 
authors, so it can be stated that the pictorial language is the aesthetic 
stylisation of colouration, that is, an aesthetic code which is deciphered 
within intercultural and multidimensional interaction. Multi-layered, 
complex and symbolic aesthetic communication is the manifestation of 
communicative behaviour through the system of the painting technique. 
The painted message is coded, transposed or transferred into signals, 
which by different channels from those that decode them, and then 
semantic contents open up, that could be further semantically analysed. 

I will bring this analysis to an end by using the timeless saying “a 
picture is worth a thousand words.” 

 
 Conclusion 

 
 This study was based on multiple parameters, such as reviews by 
art historians, different intellectuals’ views, theory, data collected from 
introductory speeches, catalogues, monographs and interviews, which 
summarised findings about the following aspects of Karadžić’s exhibitions: 
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1) reviews of his exhibition (in terms of the number, content and sources 
of the reviews); 2) the views of distinguished intellectuals about his 
creative work; and 3) a semiotic hypothesis of signs. It has attempted to 
provide answers to the study’s parameters and to effectively evaluate the 
painting work of one among the most recognised and renowned painters 
in the Balkans region. A conclusion can be made with the titles of his 
selected paintings which are in the field of abstraction, but each of them 
deals with its own visions and the struggles of the artist himself, who 
overcomes them with his brush on his home terrain. The titles are as 
follows: Meanings and Pureness, The Letter J, Breakable Note, About the 
Circle of Loneliness, Slanted Thought, Indulging in an Echo, Garlands, Self-
Sown Form, From a Japanese Garden, From the Depths of the Sky, 
Intertwinings, The Space of Childhood, Uncomfortable in One’s Own Skin, 
From a Map of Traces, Cores, Layers and Dissolution and Heavenly 
Consolation. 
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KULTURNA HRONIKA I ISTORIJSKA REALNOST POLUVJEKOVNE 

STVARALAČKE KATARZE DRAGANA KARADŽIĆA 
 

Studija donosi uvid u Karadžićev stvaralački rad sa aspekta kulture i 
istorijske realnosti, čime se involvira u jednu kulturološko-kreativnu 
analizu. Dat je prikaz istraživanja o stvaranju umjetnika u društvu i njegove 
katarze u raznim kulturno-istorisjkim kontekstima, sa aspekta kulture, 
društvene hronike i piktorijalnog izraza. Njegov umjetnički izraz, semantika 
kreativne interpretacije kroz hronološki metod u istraživanju, indirektno 
otkrivaju katarzičnu nadogradnju stvaraočevih stepenica u kreativnom 
izrazu. Studija će biti inspirativna za hronološke pristupe u odnosu prema 
stvaralaštvu na balkanskom kulturnom prostoru. 
 
 Ključne riječi: kulturna i istorijska hronika, Dragan Karadžić, 
hronološki pristup, Balkanski kulturni prostor 
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Abstract: The paper aims to show that aesthetics as a demand for the meaning of 

society is fundamentally historically based and indirectly directed towards the 

redefinition of historical experience. This issue is important because a globalized, 

technologized society has a demand for non-standard, artistic thinking. This view is 

worth looking into as a historical precondition for the technologization of everyday 

life, and to emphasize that art, as an interpreter of this, is an important segment of 

the justification of the need for self-understanding in the historical context. 

Ideology as a dimension of historical reality often has an impact on the artistic, 

which again, in a certain sense, acts as a re-filter of what is already defined in time. 

In this way, the question arises as to whether artistic insights are limited and 

overcome, or art is the challenge of today's as well as historical experience. 

Through analysis Praxis relation to art, a space for understanding the relationship 

between art and history opens up and questions about the boundaries and the 

consequence of such a relationship. 

 

Keywords: history, praxis philosophy, aesthetics, technology. 

 
 
 Introduction 
 
         The understanding of the continuity of philosophy, as well as of 
the overall significance of historical and spiritual material is impossible 
unless there is a certain form of systematization of historical heritage. The 
intention to notice, define and understand the structure or contradictory 
course of certain thought content, is subject to a basic requirement to find, 
often in eclectic structure of philosophical thoughts, a connection and/or a 
common substantiality. Jaspers remarks that history is the happening of 
transient events in which the being of eternity is being manifested (Jaspers 
2008, 11). In this sense, history provides not only vitality to philosophy, 
enabling sometimes its survival even through completely non-
philosophical periods of time, but also it significantly contributes to 
comprehension of the overall human spiritual, intellectual experience. The 
understanding of historical aspect is more important to philosophy than 
any other discipline. Perhaps one of the most significant reasons for that is 
reflected in the complexity, the unevenness, but also in the discontinuity 
and degradation of its development. Also, although the characteristic of 
philosophical thought is very complex, it often faces a restricted 
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conviction, typical for specific sciences, that true philosophy is only the one 
of the latest date (Korać 1978, 8). Such tendencies of misinterpretation of 
developmental complexity of philosophical thought do not contribute to 
the understanding of philosophy, but exclusively to the reduction of its 
significance, since the entire philosophy is being unequivocally simplified 
and mutilated. Since Hegel determined it as the middle between direct 
sensuousness and ideal (Grlić 1965, 9), art should unquestionably be taken 
into account when considering the historical development process. 
Following the attitude of Gajo Petrović, that history is an indispensable 
form of one`s life and the only possible area of his social movement 
(Petrović 1978, 140), it is important to process the role of art in that time 
frame and its influence on the mentioned movement. Praxis philosophers 
determine a man as a being of practice, and practice as a creative activity 
and development of the greatest human possibilities, opposed to needs 
and normative (Golubović 2007, 17). Historical datasets are subject to 
redefinition and establishment of new layouts for interpretation and 
activity, primarily in order to shape the present. Art is one of the most 
significant forms of influence on seemingly factual, and the present is a 
common consequence of what it used to be, as well as a creative reaction 
on time continuum. 
 
 The Problem of Historicity of  Philosophy 
 
           Historical consciousness about thinking engagement such as 
philosophy, provides a continuous understanding of the essence of 
philosophical heritage. An effort to have the philosophical heritage 
contemplatively included is endeavor in order to understand the 
philosophy itself. Without history, today’s philosophy does not make 
sense, and the future has no rational foundation. It is a space in which time 
relativizes, since the past and the present do not  mean much individually, 
but at the same time they sum up the value and create a system that is 
much more significant than their capacities individually. Jaspers points out 
the unbreakable connection of the past and the present, noting that 
history is real exclusively as the existing present. “The present does not 
result from itself, but from the past. Historically self-aware, one indicates 
to the past. And again, the past should always be understood as his 
present” (Jaspers 25).  

Nevertheless, not only did the attitude towards the past change 
through different philosophical periods, but it often differed among the 
philosophers of the same period, considering the need for 
instrumentalization of previous opinions on behalf of specific philosophical 
systems. For Greek philosophers, as Veljko Korać remarks, the attitude 
towards the past is defined in two terms: some of them adopted the 
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thoughts of predecessors,1 while others criticized the predecessors or 
opposed their worldview (Korać 10). Plato’s example quite convincingly 
demonstrates  how the relationship to the previous standpoints matters, 
not only for getting acquainted with the thoughts that were present, but 
also for understanding and analyzing the interaction between the given 
concept and the one that followed it. In that sense, Plato has pretty much 
contributed to actualization of Socrates’s philosophy, although Plato’s 
interest in thoughts that preceded him was definitely “motivated by the 
needs of his philosophy system” (Korać 11). His disciple Aristotle, gave 
even greater contribution to the comprehension of the overall Greek 
philosophy, because in Metaphysics he made a unique acknowledgment of 
philosophical inheritance, considering it an indispensable, fundamental 
part of his system. For this reason, Aristotle is considered to be the 
founder of the history of philosophy and he represents the reference point 
for its methodical and systematic study (Korać 15). However, until Hegel, 
the status of the history of philosophy was not clearly defined or at least it 
was notgetting the attention it unquestionably deserved. The complexity 
and specific complexity of comprehension of this concept, mostly justified 
by the multitude and the variety of philosophers and their thinking 
tendencies, have degraded the status of the history of philosophy. “Many 
authors consider the history of philosophy, if not totally incompatible with 
philosophy, then to be poorly connected to it, so it could be neglected in 
that sense” (Grasija 2002, 311).  

Although he belonged to the modern philosophy tradition, Francis 
Bacon ambivalently, but still at the expense of the history of philosophy, 
claims that 

 
 endless repetitions of the same thing, varying in the method of 
treatment, but not new in substance, insomuch that the whole 
stock, numerous as it appears at first view, proves on examination to 
be but scanty. (Bacon 1964, 12)  
 
The history of philosophy does not necessarily mean continuous 

progress, but respects the preceding thought material in terms of 
participating in each of the following, at least in a form of reactive 
deviation from, until then, dominant philosophical strivings. Thus St. 
Augustin relies his work The City of God on the testimonies of Diogenis 
Laerti, and he selectively presents Greek philosophers whose opinions are 
at least speculatively based on Christianity. A reaction to philosophical 
material can also be seen vice versa, in the example of Descartes, who 

                                                 
1
 Korać states that, primarily, the examples of Eleaticism, Stoicism and other similar shools 

speak in favor of the appreciation of privious philosophical achievements. 
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desperately opposes the theologization of Aristotle’s thoughts, protecting 
the omnipotence of metaphysics (Korać 25, 27). This kind of endeavor for 
thought to find its initial base in philosophy of other philosopher or other 
philosophical tradition, is a contribution to the history of philosophy, since 
that way it shows the expansion of thought’s boundaries, and their 
undeniable upgrading and interdependence. However, certain authors, 
first of all prominent representatives of the analytical school of thought, 
such as the founder of logical positivism and Vienna school Moritz Schlick 
and Ludwig Wittgenstein, considered the studying of the history of 
philosophy as meaningless endeavor. How unreasonable it is to study the 
chaoticness of the history of philosophy, Schlick clearly expresses with the 
statement that it's “the area of infinite cognitions of thoughts and 
contradictions, rather than being a harmony of thoughts and some kind of 
universal agreement” (Korać 30). Wittgenstein has a similar tendency to 
underestimate the significance of philosophy, which he reduces to a logical 
systematization of thoughts, that clearly stands diametrically to 
numerosity and insolvability of historical philosophical problems. By partial 
insight into the historical status of the history of philosophy, conclusion 
can be made that the actuality of historical approach to philosophy was 
equally complex, sometimes even relative, as was the legitimacy of its 
content. The self-identification of thought with its creation time with what 
it was in an unfinished form of someone else's system, is one of the basic 
characteristics of historicity of philosophy. Jaspers writes that “by 
understanding itself, by expressing and explaining its essense to itself, 
philosophy, simultaneously, discovers what it was until then” (Jaspers 40) 
and, thus, he suggests that self-awareness is the foundation of the history 
of philosophy. It seems that what is substantial in philosophy is the 
observation of what is essentially common to all thought systems, and 
reasoning about nature of their formation and cause-effect relations. 
“Historical presence carries philosophy, allowing the content to permeate 
into it until reaching the self-awareness; philosophy is the clarity of the 
epoch beyond which, according to Hegel, it can never step out” (Jaspers 
31). By comprehending the philosophical thought as it was, giving it a 
rational historical foundation and timeless meaning, Hegel becomes one of 
the founders of the history of philosophy as a science. The necessity of 
existence of philosophical heritage is being justified by the necessity of 
developing the future thought material in order to achieve the absolute 
mind, which completes not only Hegel's philosophical system, but also 
enables creating the historical circle of philosophy. On the other hand, 
Praxis philosophy should express the fundament of such historicity.  

 
The interpretation of practice assumes a certain philosophy to be a 
whole. And the truth is exactly the whole of development. This 



Journal of Language and Literary Studies    215 

 
means that the beginning can only be talked about in the end, that 
is, that the end shows in essence what used to be at the very 
beginning. The beginning without the end is not even beginning, 
for whose would be the beginning, when nothing comes out of it. 
)Bošnjak 1964, 7)  

 
The consequent, the creative, which lies in the basis of practice, is one of 
the frameworks for defining and relation to the past. 

 
 Praxis as a Creative Redefinition of Former Principles 

 
 The practice issue is one of the fundamental problems in defining 
human existence. It is conceived in conjunction with alienation and, 
therefore, it doesn’t cover only what man is, but also the overall potency 
of the human. This philosophical position reduced Marx’s point of view in a 
direction of creative, live and authentic Marxism, that stands directly and 
unequivocally against dogmatism. The attempt to actively think through 
the problems of a certain time, requires the reliance on the past times, in 
order to enable the broader context analysis, the historical connecting, 
and to perceive the cause and effect relationship. Vranicki claims that each 
stage of human thought is determined by certain historical and thought 
traditions. “Illuminating his existence and its sense with thoughts, devising 
his own beingness, the overall man’s thought effort proves to be a sort of 
very complex, often very transparent history of his mind” (Vranicki 1964, 
35). Therefore, the thought must be active and time-based.  
 

It must be at the level of the best realistic opportunities of history 
and historical occasions particularly appropriate to it, in order for 
these opportunities to be awakened, and as a thought to prepare a 
new history and to creatively contribute to its realization. 
(Golubović 19)  

 
Practice has always been defined in relation to theory. Grlić sees it 

as all the concrete activities in the sphere of sensory-material reality, 
which are substantially different from those in the sphere of intelligible 
thought (Grlić 1968, 5). If something is more reconciled with social 
givennesses surely meditatively and passively, then it is more opposed to 
practice, which implies quite contrary spiritual and practical tendencies. 
Human practice, in the true sense of the word, is not reconciliation with 
facts, with objective, social imperatives and determined norms, but its 
main characteristic is the request for changing, it is an active engagement 
in a reality structure (Grlić 8). The fundamental function of practice is a 
lack of agreement with what has been given and redefinition of all existing 
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facts, in order to determine the true meaning of those facts, to expand the 
range, and to examine the importance more closely. It does not imply the 
actualization of the past for itself alone, but in order to examine the more 
progressive and more complete possibilities of the new, practice 
reanalyzes the past. By carrying in itself the elements of projection in 
something that does not exist yet, but is only possible (Grlić 9), practice 
extends with the real originative and creative element which has always 
been on the tendency to conceptualize (further) the future and in that way 
to make an impact on what is about to happen. The dogmatism, or merely 
reception and the uncritical acceptance of the given, is not possible as a 
practice, so it exclusively exists as a contradictory term that should not be 
considered practice, for it would be a profound antinomy. The normativity 
of certain thought movements, which are somewise characteristic for 
certain currents within Marxism itself, make the interpretation of that 
paradigm more complex, considering the fact that it is not a one-
dimensional and unique way of thinking, but it is both complex and often 
uncatchable. Nevertheless, the Praxis orientation philosophers are clearly 
determined according to practice – it must imply overcoming the given and 
overcoming the objectively possible. That does not mean that one should 
go into surreal space of the impossible, but it implies a constant effort to 
understand further and to establish new boundaries of the potential, all 
this in accordance with what the past set as a limit of its capabilities. In 
that sense, practice is a form of idealism, which is specific and does not 
cross the boundaries of reality.  

 
Criteria of practice are positive ideals. Practice is directed towards 
a positive goal and it means the way and the content of movement 
towards its realization. Practice is guided by ideas, and ideas get 
their concrete content in practice. (Bošnjak 19)  

 
 This particularly refers to artistic work. Danko Grlić realizes that 
the undogmatic, that is, the thinker of praxis, motive for thinking about the 
artistic and cultural state in society find precisely in “the dissatisfaction 
with its pale, deadened, stable, always the same 'practical' effects on the 
general public plan” (Grlić 18). Being engaged in this form of practice 
means revision in order to seek a better quality support in the past. That 
sort of factual disruption enables the progression in its comprehension and 
breaking the schematized principles, that, such revised, serve to a better 
definition of the present. “We can also say that praxis is historical 
beingness or beingness through the future” (Petrović 1964, 22). In that 
part, the present and the past are mutually dependent, for it's historically 
necessary material for creating the future. The opinion, therefore, implies 
one of the available processes of continuous disclosure and debunking, in 
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order to remobilize the valid structurality and to make a step further in the 
existance, which inevitably means setting the foundation for freedom, and, 
in relation to that, providing the necessary humanization of society as well.  
 

Opinion on Freedom – Awakening of Humanity 
 

 Praxis is, according to Gajo Petrović – one of the most important 
Praxis philosophers – a universal, free, creative and self-creative 
beingness. In the essence of defining a man by praxis being, there is a 
request for freedom, for individual transparency, which should contribute 
to the overall humanization of the community. Nevertheless, Grlić warns 
that freedom should not be misunderstood and reduced to the freedom of 
speech, opinion or actions, but it should be seen as the structural 
foundation of the whole human being (Grlić 1968, 39). Although the 
problem of freedom is often treated from the society aspect, such 
rejection of the individual and freedom depending on superpersonal, 
significantly destroy freedom and dehumanizes a man. Humanization 
requires a permanent struggle to overcome the given freedom degree and 
not settling down before the supposedly fully reached freedom, which is 
imposed from the outside. True freedom is, according to Grlić, a process 
and its foundation and source are not in the achievement of freedom, but 
in its constant creation (Grlić 1968, 43). In order for philosophy as a 
discipline to encompass and understand the concept of freedom, it has to, 
first of all, take the humanity into consideration, which, as a broader term 
that creates a perfect ground for expression and development of freedom, 
allows philosophy to “truly begin to think freely about freedom” (Grlić 
1968, 45). This implies that the realization of true freedom is inextricably 
linked with the demand for creating an adequate atmosphere for its 
realization. Thus, the thought, no matter how free it is, without the 
premise of the climate that is ready for it, has no significance, and the area 
of immanent freedom is created precisely by the efforts of the thought to 
affirm and establish it. In this manner, Marcuse also believes that 
humanism today means parting with the existing one (Marcuse 340). Like 
freedom, it cannot be a mere term that needs to be defined, but the 
process that needs to be realized. In this sense, we can not speak of 
humanism and freedom as fixed categories that have already reached the 
level that should be accepted (Grlić 1968, 47), on the contrary, it is about 
the critical attitude, reconsideration and finding out the further 
possibilities for their realization. But is not such demand possible in a 
contemporary society, in which the artistic and the creative are 
subordinated to the technologized reality? Can one talk about art and 
creation, which primarily contribute to humanism, when human society is 
conditioned by dehumanized technologization that overcomes it? The 
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society crisis, according to Max Horkheimer, is causing the science crisis, as 
well as the philosophy crisis, hence the impotence of the overall creative 
awakening. By expressing the fear that the instrumentalization of science 
reduces it on the indirect causes of the overall society crisis, as the mind is 
perceived as functional rationality, this author warns that “the moment of 
disorganization enters the science to the extent in which the interest in 
overcoming the existing substitutes the interest in better and more 
humane society” (Kučinar 1976, 12). The artificial creation of false 
possibilities leads to the paradox of freedom, for it seems that there is too 
much of freedom, however, there is less and less of humanism. This 
antihumanism is often politically motivated and it suits the centers of 
power which, with an apparent availability of everything and under a cloak 
of allegedly never greater freedom, enslave the same.  
 

The society of abundance is a system of false needs, namely, 
needs for goods, achievements, professions that make one more 
dependent upon the apparatus of government, and the 
apparatus is being constantly strengthened and expanded. 
(Marcuse, 334)  

 
 The creativity is then in a supporting function of the already 
permitted freedom limit, that is not being asked about the overcoming, 
because it is about the tightness that the art’s subject, but also any 
thought subject, cannot effectively make an influence on. In that closed 
society, a certain type of man is being developed, that cannot and will noy 
say no any longer, whose “no,” even if he says it, again has an affirmative 
character: the inability of contradiction, the inability of transcendence, and 
not only in practice, but in thinking and feeling. The contraposition of 
humanism, which stands on the side of tendencies that stultify it, shows 
not only its limit, but also its dependence on the social, and, in a wider 
sense, on the historical. Although in such ambient of clearly defined 
actions and same-mindedness, with the abundant production and 
technical ability of the system, it seems pointless not to consume the 
offered and to declare a war in hope for the realistic possibilities of 
humanism (Marcuse 334), Grlić refuses to fully accept the pessimistic 
faltering before the current, and he calls for finding out the meaning of art, 
just when any question about the meaning of art is being rejected, in the 
society that develops indifference towards the authentic and everything 
that is not directly usable (Grlić 1968, 89). Though humanism is a goal that 
freedom, as still insufficiently developed category, has in front of itself, it 
seems that it’s far from its zenith and it’s often regressed by the dominant 
instrumentalization and the eclipse of the creativity. Nevertheless, only 
individual action directed towards the authentic creation, resisting the 
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existing, can contribute to the collapse of the same-mindedness, because 
our world, now more than ever, needs “individuality, unconventionality, 
extraordinary enthusiasm, spontaneity, genuine eruptive power and 
humane revolt of art” (Grlić 1966, 137).  
 

Art and Technologization of Everyday Life 
 
 Art is always a tendency to reassess the validity of the current and 
the effort to move the boundaries of it forward. Such a request almost 
necessarily involves reconsidering the previous one, because a progress is 
not possible if it is not examined in what direction and in what way it is 
possible, and that is achieved exclusively through the recognition of the 
historical. In this way, the future is being redefined history and a new 
conclusion derived from the historical experience. Grlić particularly 
emphasized the significance of art and its inseparability from the thought, 
and from philosophy. And what is art if not a possibility of creativity in a 
historical context and overcoming its borders by reviving the historical 
aspect of the artistic. Also, the forementioned author seems to believe 
that the basic question about history is not consideration of the origins of 
the previous forms, but the question of a potential of the truly human 
(Grlić 1968, 93). By taking into consideration the history of art, before us is 
a subject that is above time and shows the continuity of the artistic 
character of human nature. Although one should not ignore the fact that 
“the whole process of creating art is ambiguous by its nature: the artist 
finds out reality and makes his own reality at the same time” (Eko 1977, 
228), such kind of treatment and shaping of reality often shows the 
closeness between history and art, and often shows the impossibility to 
demarcate these areas, which as a consequence often has an undisturbed 
relation of the certain works of art to the specificity of a historical period. If 
art is defined as something contrary to invariance and conservation, as a 
process of change and development, then we assume that it depends on 
conditions of external givenness. Adorno sees work as “a constant 
dissolution, therefore, not just the one-time act, but a change of state as a 
process, a continuous dialectical movement” (Grlić 1986, 100). Such 
actualization in time, necessarily involves reality as a participant in the 
process of establishing the artistic, but also the artistic as an interpreter of 
the events that it overcomes. In principle, such a viewpoint is also 
confirmed by communicologist Toma Đorđević, who considers the art 
work, regardless of the space of materialized effects of the creative act, 
according to the classically normed criteria of aesthetic treatment of the 
work, as a medium that overcomes the realistically given reality (Đorđević, 
2006, 263). Hence, the possibility of authentic artistic activity is not directly 
dependent on the external, primarily economic and technical tendencies, 
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since its subject is already beyond that kind of realistic. However, it does 
not presuppose that the artist in the creation process does not participate 
in historical, at least in terms of rejection of its heritage, which in a certain 
way causes the technicalization of reality.  
 Ivan Focht believes that true art, even the contemporary one, is 
neither quantitatively nor qualitatively less present than before, since 
there have always been very few artists, two or three in each art form 
(Focht 168). Although the idea of an independent individual stands in 
contradictory relation to social development and technical possibilities, 
because the hyperproduction leaves less room for freedom and isolation 
beyond the imposed needs, the creation process may only present itself as 
a form of authentic creativity in such realistic environment, an its value is 
precisely in that resistance and opposition to reality, which is in many ways 
disadvantageous for survival of immaterial values. Not excepting the fact 
that the reception of art nowadays is often adapted to the pragmatism of 
usable value, yet there is no reduction of the dimensionality of its 
historicity, especially if we consider the role that art has in redefining the 
historical and in assuming the future.  
 

For art can not truly vanish in our time, as no man has disappeared 
either, trampled upon, humiliated, crushed, blended and 
embedded into the amorphous, supraindividual mixture, a man 
massacred so much in his humanity, but a man from whose 
crucifixion and torments, astoundingly, always the new seeds of 
humanity emerge anew. (Grlić 1966, 165)  

 
 Even though it changes itself historically and it’s not immune to 
the global tendencies of the overall consumer (dis)course, art processes 
reality and re-establishes it even when it is subject to the dominant 
historical stream. The omnipresence of the generally accepted truths, that 
the whole society is subjected to, consequently strives to robotize an 
individual and put him into a framework, within which he will be 
manipulated into playing the role for the system account, and at the 
expense of enlightenment of self-identity. Although not rejecting praxis, 
quite the opposite, by believing in coping with such encapsulated social 
state by means of human progress and cultural self-recovery, it doesn’t 
seem unconvincing to abandon the faith in revolutionary freedom 
achievement, in the collective, since revolution no longer represents the 
reference point of social conditionality and the symbol of a certain relation 
to the historical. Art, in this sense, can be undoubtedly effective, 
considering that its foundation is the reaction that is based on the 
examination of what causes it. Despite the fact that it often refuses to 
declaratively refer to history and to put itself into the service of time, the 
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artistic engagement reconsiders time, redefines it anew and it seems to be 
an indispensable characteristic of the creative endeavor. Because, 
according to the Praxis philosophers, “there are only two fundamental 
alternatives in contemporary world: to simply give oneself over to the 
established historical course or to take history into one`s own hands and to 
act” (Grlić 1968, 139), or better still – to act artistically. 
 
 Conclusion 

 
 Among the praxis philosophers, of whom we particularly 
emphasize Danko Grlić, who’s been mostly dealing with the relation 
between art and contextual framework, a clear request for creative 
revision has been made, in order to enable development and progress. 
Following this author’s thought that tradition is being negated only when 
it’s being criticized, it seems that art criticism is one of the most impressive 
forms of revival, and then overcoming the past. Such denial of the past in 
order to its affirmation in a different and more valuable form is a 
necessary condition for development. Art is most often interrelated with 
history, so Lukac’s claim that the art has been created by human will, 
which is directly influenced by reality reception, seems to be relevant 
(Lukač 1979, 31). This kind of creation, stimulated by consuming the 
outdated, is a way to understand the old in order to create the new, to 
redefine and prepare the terrain for some future stage of historical 
development and position of observing the past, whose subject will be this 
present as well. The dialectism of such perception of the role that art has 
in defining the historical, requires each interpretation to be determined as 
creation, since it’s not just about defining, but rather about redefining, 
hence, about something that is subject to unlimited, that is, to different re-
treatment. Although through the technologization of society and reality, 
the authenticity of art is often being called into question, it seems that it is 
the only response and resistance to the tyranny of techniques and 
materialization. Freedom, which is the fundament of creativity, must be 
and is humanistic if it wants to achieve true self-awareness, and without 
that aspect, art is not able to freely think of freedom. History, on the other 
hand, allows art to evolve and, in its historical progress, to re-establish its 
foundation, by creating the whole new identity that is subject to 
questioning by some new artistic redefinition.  
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Abstract: In this paper the author tries to represent the culture of memory (Kuljić 

2006) which became independent in the post-socialist environment, becoming a 

kind of cultivated and privileged “refuge of forgetfulness” that aims to expel those 

traditions that are not welcome when constructing a society that is new and more 

vital in terms of identity. It is quite clear that these are the societies for which, not 

just socialism, but also other instances of historical encounter with their identity 

archetypes, represent the “wreck of memory,” and the abyss of warning about 

creation, design and emigration into a new past that is comfortable enough for 

them. Is this the way that each of us should go? Is it the way of collective catharsis 

or a systemic and ideological exorcism, which systematically creates and 

persecutes all those who do not conform and do not get used to the climate of “The 

Damned Yard” (Симић 2014)? It seems that this condition forces a man to wake up 

from a passionate ideological coma and become a chronicler of life turmoil, i.e. 

“his own war” (Prilepin 2016).  

 

Key words: culture of memory, identity, tradition, post-socialism, the past, 
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Introduction 
 

Themes regarding the domain of the culture of memory are not 
represented in only one social discipline or scientific research. They 
actually bring the phenomenon of the human spirit close to sociological,  
historiographical and anthropological, as well as sociolinguistic and 
philosophical views. When it comes to the culture of memory and 
remembrance, it is necessary to primarily outline a mechanism that grants 
it the right to maintain its belief in its competence and control over the 
process of thought-absorbing, equally maintaining the ethos and habitus 
of a community. This certainly does not imply the fact that the culture of 
memory is the refuge of linear history accustomed to the placidity of social 
development. Moreover, the culture of memory can be envisaged as closer 
to the cascades of overcoming its own past (Kuljić 2002), that is, a 
continuous effort to conserve and even complement the vitality of the 
spirit of a community in a waxed figuration with which a particular social 
group, due to such artefacts, would claim the right to the historical rubrics 
of its exceptionality. Dating from old times, this phenomenon is positioned 
as an accomplice and a devoted companion to all the decisive social 
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debates when exhibiting piety and composing martyrdom on behalf of an 
unrepeatable social community. From the times of first civilisations to the 
postmodern epoch, the steps towards inauguration and overcoming the 
mortality of ethnos, social groups, and other forms of society, became a 
daily subject matter that needs to be solved, having at the same time 
physical, spiritual and symbolic mortality put aside. In all cultures, more or 
less, identical motives and ideological heroics could be traced. They all 
maintained the community's vigilance, never opening to the possibility of 
forgetting inside cyclic changes that can represent a metaphysical 
insufficiency and a path to total annihilation from the map of ontological 
presence. If judged by the views of the theoretically challenging and 
erudically conversant British historian Erik Hobsbaum, who has been 
influenced for the last decades by the social circumstances and that civil 
war at the sources of “orange illusions,” as the brilliant Russian writer 
Zachar Prilepin notices (Prilepin 9), gradually became ever closer and 
clearer. Traditions of historically and genetically related peoples (here we 
refer to the peoples and the republics of the former SFRY), after cruel and 
unscrupulous yet ultimately unnecessary conflicts, became inconceivable 
day by day and sought to distance themselves from every thought on the 
former historical and spiritual symbiosis. 

 This landscape of analysis inevitably refers to theoretical 
approaches to the culture of memory that present and direct the course of 
our narrative in the most satisfactory manner. Assuming a historical 
perspective over the matter, it is our duty to present the compendium of 
those approaches that we consider, of course under the consent and 
review of the scientific board, to summarize and contain the impressions 
of the culture of memory and reminiscence of our own past. This also 
places the analysis under methodological conditions. Although these 
perspectives demand a special research petition that sometimes 
transforms into an introspective mechanism of study independent of the 
subject matter and the thematic commitment of the researchers, we will, 
as emphasized, strive to incorporate them in a wider panorama of the 
perception of a phenomenon which is, according to all assessment 
parameters, significant for sociological study of construction and 
processing of the past within the social frame of memory (Kuljić 2006; 
Albvaks 2013). For one type of endemic perception of post-Yugoslav 
(dis)balances, historiographer’s choice focuses on the works of the 
eminent sociologist Todor Kuljić. Considering the map of his scientific 
creativity recognizable by theoreticians who deal with death studies and 
the culture of memory, we consider it highly important to open a 
scientifically-based study on these topics with his theoretical testimony, 
granting this way the methodological background and validity of this work. 
Our selection of the thematic framework centres on mechanisms of 
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memory, remembrance and forgetfulness that are organically connected 
and form a strong register of individual and collective choices of existence 
with mythic contents of the past, as documented by the author.  

 
These circumstances are most evident in countries in transition. 
However, a strong breakthrough of collective memory has morally 
shaped scientific history, and the pluralism of the images of the 
past has further relativized one [...]. In general, the use of the past 
is the reflection of political culture (J. Olick). What we remember 
and how we remember is quite reliably shown through our priority 
political values. (Kuljić 2006, 7)  

 
 This tendency to maintain continuity with the past can also 

disclose the reflection of one's own historical and political maturity. 
Therefore, it re-directs us towards the domain of the culture of memory in 
which it is possible to find latent traces of ideological intarsia. Accordingly,  

 
the culture of memory studies the mechanisms of social 
transmission, design, maintenance and processing of the past, and 
develops insights of the collective and individual images of the past 
that people and groups in certain situations create, in order to 
interpret the present with the help of the past and produce a 
vision of future development. Its research priorities are composed 
of two general areas: (1) mechanisms for imposing the image of 
the past; (2) individual and group requirements that facilitate the 
acceptance of a particular past. (2006,  11)  
 

 It is about retaining the credibility and recognition of a social group 
or a larger community who would find in those extracted contents the 
symbolism of their existence. From prehistoric to postmodern culture of 
memory, a long tradition of discontinuity has been created. In other 
words, various techniques of memory, with their epochal inauguration and 
triumphal twinkling, changed and distorted the significance of previous 
patterns of memory and remembrance. This implied a continuum that 
stretched from cosmological to the Age of Enlightenment and relativistic 
traditions of memory (Kuljić 2006). It is, therefore, interdisciplinary 
practicable to distinguish the following theories that claim the right to 
explore the past, and more precisely, point to the nature and anatomy of 
memory and remembrance. These are neurobiological, psychological and 
collective memory theories, with particular emphasis on socially 
constructivist and ideological-critical approach, as well as the theoretical 
considerations that formed around the theory of symbolic interactionism 
and hermeneutics (see more in: Kuljić 93). Moreover, we should not lose 
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sight of Aleida Assmann’s four formats of memory: “1) individual; 2) social; 
3) political; and 4) cultural” (Asman 72). However, here we have no room 
to elaborate in detail the postulate of each of the above-mentioned 
theories separately. As we live in the postmodern era which preserves a 
distinctive constructivist approach in designing of the past, Todor Kuljić 
claims that it negates the contents of validity of the cognition of social 
reality (Kuljić 2006). It appears that the moment of consent and cognition 
given by this theoretician (along with our epistemological framework) is 
evident in his statement that  

 
[…] social constructivists emphasise that remembering the past is 
always conditioned by the current significant structures of society. 
Not only do we forget, but we too create new memories [...] So, 
our vision of the past, not the past itself, is the frame of our 
memory (Schmidt). In this case, knowledge is not deprived of 
interest. (93) 

 
 This material also generates an epochal dispute between the 

postmodern and modern, that is to say, the postmodern denial of the 
great narratives (see more in Liotar 1988). 

 
 “Blackmailed History” 
 
 In this chapter, we intend to re-evaluate the interpretation of the 

past which in the Balkans has become favoured, and almost a new 
scientific discipline by the end of the 20th century. We do not intend to 
condemn the use of the past in former socialist societies by malicious 
attitudes, but we will try to present the significance of the past for one 
nation as an integral element of its historical mapping. This opinion is also 
shared by Zdravko Deletić who points to the significance and formation of 
historical consciousness. For further understanding of the subject, it is 
necessary to emphasise that this theoretician gently follows the texture of 
historical consciousness. Not ignoring the possibility of its misuse or 
instrumentalisation, Deletić rightfully notes that history has become part 
of a national being, and a manner of its own cultural emanation (Делетић 
2014). That also indicates the path to knowledge and sustainability of 
identity. In the seductive rhythm of contemporary globalization, this 
question plays the role of historical breviary, reminding the theoretician of 
the durability of his identity. Moreover, examples of abrupt historical 
changes made in order to infuse one society into the projected visions of 
the more advanced one – the one that has overcome chickenpox of 
introvert and extrovert nationalism and chauvinism, are not isolated 
examples. This is proved by the efforts of the 20th century history to break 
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free from those (un)favourable ballasts. It should be more appropriate to 
point out the recurrences that appear as increasingly popular forms of 
social integration worldwide (we mean the awakening of extreme social 
movements) in the onset of economic and political crises (compare Kuljić 
2002). It is not just about those societies that want to consolidate the war-
torn national birth, as practiced in the Balkans, or to confirm the 
correctness of religious practice and confession of faith, as apparent 
among the Sunnis, the Shiites and the Alawites in the Middle East; but also 
about the tendency for the truth to emerge from the hypocrisy cloak of 
developed societies in which these phenomena of radical offense are 
increasingly frequent. 

 Now, what is to be done in case of the so-called surplus history 
disease? Do these situations need a break from a tumultuous history or is 
it a kind of collective psychotherapeutic catharsis? Sociologist Ljubiša 
Mitrović vividly speaks about the Balkan process that is suspected of 
numerous discomforts in culture that make it racially subordinated to 
Western values.  

 
The Balkan conflictology is full of warfare epics, Martinism and the 
death culture. Within these geospatial areas, crosses and 
crossroads, borders and bridges, where the arches of different 
civilisations and cultures intersect, a “surplus history” is 
permanently being produced. Wartime culture and death culture, 
however, are no racial characteristics of the Balkan peoples, but 
the historical product of numerous deterministic settings that have 
shaped the epic identity, the collective character of peoples, 
groups, classes and elites. (Митровић 48)  

 
 It should be emphasized here that Mitrović is vigorously 

considering the ways in which this collective corpus is merged in times 
which differentiate various views of the past as more integral to history; 
depending on whether they are perceived from the standpoint of a lonely 
individual, an elite or a larger community (Митровић 2014). A passionate 
reader will not fail to notice an enviable picture of theoretical voices which 
become compatible and united in the background of the given topic. 
Beginning with Gurwitch, Marx and Nietzsche and their view of history and 
its objectivity, then Braudel and his enviable investigation of the place of 
respite between history and sociology, Ljubiša Mitrović clarifies the 
problem that we are trying to solve theoretically. Using the culture of 
memory and remembrance, this sociologist has established demarcation 
between what can be considered as mechanisms that facilitate the 
selection, and above all, the lifespan of memory and the iron law of 
remembrance of what would undermine the atavistic heritage of a 
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community. As far as his analysis advocates the engagement of sociological 
science, it also penetrates deeply into historiography, disallowing the 
postmodern amnesia to embrace the abyss of forgetting the historical 
facts. As a witness to the past times, the culture of memory should possess 
the finest taste of resistance to everything that distorts the image of a 
society. As Mitrović warns, this may reflect the maturity of a community to 
uncompromisingly reject all seductive melodies that, lured by the opium of 
a grandiose superiority, lead to a whirlpool of inevitable confrontation 
with other communities. It appears that at the time of the epochal 
handling of postmodernism and imperialism, a mechanism of forgery and 
(dis)composure of the past were constructed inside the context of 
stigmatisation of small nations. Not long ago, the mystified face of 
revisionist historiography suspects historical victors and victims for being 
(un)conscious about the contradictions of the ideological epidemic of the 
20th century; leaving behind new epilogues to totalitarianism (Митровић 
2014; Kuljić 2002). Fearing to remain on grounds of prediction and 
inconsistency, we will present our theses with Kuljić’s authorisation, who 
has, in both sociological and lexical terms, been confirmed as a chronicler 
differentiating and categorising totalitarian movements and authoritarian 
leaders. We hope this to be a worthy explanation for the claim that 
intellectual circles were the devil's advocates in mitigating the 
condemnation of fascism and Nazism. With the emergence of socialism 
and its political vanity toward the opponents, a silhouette for a possible 
new totalitarian form will inevitably appear. Thus conditions for the anti-
totalitarian illusion developed, concluding therefore the legacy of the 
Second World War, and later to have orthodox Marxists and followers of 
communist millenarianism latently placed under the totalitarian wing. The 
strive for abolishment is directed towards the imperial spirits, social 
movements and ideologies that sought to achieve their illusionist 
intentions. 

 Mitrović introduces us to the key concepts of his research findings. 
The word is about geoculture. Bearing in mind that our geoculture is based 
on the ethnographic settings of Jovan Cvijić, Ljubiša Mitrović does not lose 
sight of this enviable research heritage, and together with the starting 
points of the recognizable European perspectives of Braudel, Wallerstein, 
Kuznetsov and others, he accentuates the significance of this approach in 
contemporary sociology (see more in Митровић 2014; Wallerstein 1992).  

 
In this sense, the concept of geoculture enables the analytical 
typology of a particular cultural heritage (tradition) and the 
contemporary living culture (in the broadest spectrum of its 
meaning) grow in a particular region. Developmental geoculture 
denotes cultural features inside the social evolution whereby a 
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region (in sociological sense as one specific and concrete historical 
totality) differs from others in time and space. (54)  
 

 Carefully examining the theoretical templates of the analytical 
approach, Ljubiša Mitrović is seeking a place of insight in the world of 
literature where many magicians like Ivo Andrić and his native writers 
persuasively and picturesquely spoke about the virtues and flaws of the 
peoples that lived in the Balkans. These ethnographic and historical 
narratives infused into literary waves, were preserved from oblivion of the 
identities of peoples whose history was not favourable. The Balkans still 
preserve an introspective search for the roots of truth, which would secure 
some new subjugation in the name of new symbols and processes. This is, 
as Mitrović emphasises, a shaky defense of tradition, not only from the 
onslaught of globalisation, but also from the attacks of orthodox 
traditionalism and increasingly frequent, fictitious traditions (Hobsbom, 
Terens 2002). And at the very end of this complementary article, it is 
important to point out the words of this author and associate them with 
the sobriety of the culture of memory that will not ghettoise solely its 
ideologically close images of the past, but become tolerant and peaceful 
towards the ex-symbolically deported cultures (Митровић 2014). 

 Every valuable scientific approach to the culture of memory and 
remembrance must deepen the understanding of the endemic world of 
ideological matrices in order to present its own expertise in a proper way. 
These structures are often wrapped and strengthened by the blind faith of 
the masses, which thus give legitimacy to every totalitarian regime. 
Therefore, it is not necessary to ask for reasons that convinced George 
Orwell to write prologues for totalitarian societies. We find him 
ideologically and imaginatively close to Djuro Šušnjić (2008), who has 
recognised, by means of his encyclopaedic insights, the faces and traces of 
totalitarianism and various ideologies. Being exhausted from historical 
disasters he had witnessed, and always remaining theoretically vibrant, he 
sought to create a suitable climate for friendly encounters of cultures. 
Unfortunately, we are more inclined to summarise the history of the 
Balkans on the basis of daily reports or to falsify it in ideologically 
acceptable documentaries, disarming it from its historical rooting. 
Recognizing the intolerance and greediness of the societies of former 
Yugoslavia as their primary characteristic in militaristic upheaval at the 
dawn of the 20th century, through the voices of caring and spiritually close 
scientific and literary brothers, Djuro Šušnjić warned of the ideological 
turmoil of nationalism and European negligence towards the Yugoslav 
trouble. Patches of Time (Танасковић 2014) have been tragically 
preserved in the sea-shells of memory on tides of nationalism. Relying on 
the influence and credibility of Orwell's thoughts on the power of their 
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denial, Djuro Šušnjić refers to the sovereignty of thought and knowledge in 
the world of ideological manipulation. When it comes to the culture of 
memory, as well as the power of saying and confronting oneself and others 
with the doors of the past, it is necessary to avoid and discriminate political 
passions that hide the paths to the temple of understanding one's own 
identity. 

 
 The Passing of an Illusion2 
 
 The influence of social structures on the flow of social memory and 

remembrance we find extremely important. As stated earlier in this 
epistle, having revealed the content and the course of thought, further 
elaboration will outline the “reading of the past” from the perspective of 
post-socialist societies, referring in particular to the societies of the former 
Yugoslavia. Hobsbawm's theory of fictitious traditions (Hobsbom, Terens 
2002)3 was definitively established and recorded in historical volumes and 
sociological debates. It concerned the civil war in the former Yugoslavia, 
which, on the contrary, was justified by case studies and proved its 
hypothetical merit. What was noticeable with all newly emerging societies 
was the overcoming of the socialist past in order to revive and launch 
nationalist courts of Law. The extent to which nationalistic waves, that 
were created after the collapse of Yugoslavia, marked the 1990s, retaining 
so much in themselves after the rundown years of exogenous 
modernization (Dugin, 2009); they actually sought place of repentance and 
a refuge for red nostalgia (Bošković 2013) inside strong and insecure 
streams of post-socialist transformation. 

The above-mentioned chronicler Zachar Prilepin (2016), who in our 
narration comes from the reticent lines of the perception of fugitive and 
suppressed identities that were forced out of the historical and spiritual 
boundaries into the mythical exile in a kind of confessional soliloquy (of his 
war chronicles), testifies precisely about the new readings of historical 
ruptures and (de)construction of the past, which form the profile of a new 
nation. Of course, it refers to recent events such as the civil war still taking 
place in Ukraine. As allies, who live in historical cracks of the new-born 
nations, and whose memory does not allow the luxury and privilege of 
remembering the common past, there exist rehabilitated memories that, 
like some dissidents or, say, apartheid, live in the ruins of memory of those 
nations, this author sees as the mirror of a spiritual suicide. From Kiev, to 

                                                 
2
 Here we use Furet’s book title The Passing of an Illusion in order to provide better insight 

and explanation of the communist past. 
3
 See more in: Živković, Predrag. “Ideological ornamentation of postmodern geography. The 

case of Zagreb and Podgorica.“  Annales, Series Historia et Sociologia. 28 (2) (2018): 399-
414. 
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Moscowian Russia, as the embodiment of the Third Rome, today we have 
two nations created by cosmetic and ideological influences, with their 
closeness in all cultural and religious matters stigmatized, forgotten and 
deepened. With Zachar Prilepin we find the striking colours of what was 
perceived as a sense of rehabilitated ideology of fascism and Nazism in 
Ukraine. “All who fought communism must be Heroes and ‛fathers of the 
nation’” (Prilepin 11). No comment is needed here. In liberated nationalist 
strivings, belonging to a new generation of Ukrainian citizens (which in the 
therapy of psychoanalytic Orangeism and comfortable idling on the 
cannabis of the Western ideological course has freed itself of its collective-
unconscious past) is based on a careful condemnation of communism 
(Prilepin 2016). Trying to slam the door to their past and to every single 
memory, not only during the Soviet period but for much longer, it becomes 
spiritually and organically difficult to eliminate the ages of permanence, 
wherefore Ukraine remained isolated in this cultural genocide inside that 
ideological experiment. 

Similar example involves the former Yugoslavia.  
 

In ethnically diverse area of the Western Balkans, as Todor Kuljić 
points out, the 20th century’s history was equally being invented 
and reconstructed (1) in order to distinguish related nations, and 
(2) to represent it to the world in a special missionary light. 
Nationalisms in different ways combine different forms of 
inventing the past. Reasons include (1) the explanation of the 
origin of the nation, (2) the method of its permanence, and (3) the 
historical ‘sacrificial effect’. (Kuljić 191) 

 
 What needs to be underlined is that the political processing of the 

past of the new-born nations on the territory of the former SFRY was not 
created after the collapse of the former single state, but earlier, during the 
time of Yugoslavia. The question is what did actually suspend the blinded 
faith in the symbiosis of the community back then? It was definitely the 
secular religion that was to remove any memory from the religious tissue 
and fill out the new spiritual void with ideological support and promises. 
The seductiveness of this ideology, which was conceived as a great 
consolation to a disenfranchised man, flowering afterwards into 
totalitarian tendency due to its narcissism, is best testimonied through the 
writings of the French historian François Furet, who by his own 
acknowledgment once cherished empathy towards it. This refers to the 
communist ideology itself. In his epistemological experiment, Furet rather 
seductively and ingeniously calls the communist ideology the forerunner of 
the October Revolution (Furet 1997). Implemented and cultivated in the 
Leninist Parthenon, first in Russia, and later in the USSR, it relatively 
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quickly, though apparently blindly, gained its political spark and legitimacy. 
From the former political passion and the cultivated animosity towards the 
bourgeois ideology, it has evolved over time into a red bourgeoisie. Furet 
suggests that communism and fascism appeared as two illusions to 
assumingly satisfy and encourage the defeatist instability of the 
disadvantaged working class. When concerning the philosophy of history, 
we recognise a motive familiar with sociological, philosophical and political 
discussions setting forth higher demands and desires to relinquish history 
to only one political theory, and to terminateits further course (Fukujama 
1997; Dugin 2009). We cannot say though that liberal democracy 
triumphed over political theories. But we agree with Furet’s statement:  

 
It seems that the peoples leaving Communism today are obsessed 
with denying the regime they lived in, although they bear the 
legacy of its habits and manners. The class struggle, the 
dictatorship of the proletariat, Marxism-Leninism, altogether 
disappeared under the advantage to what they had been mistaken 
for [...]. From the regime born in October, nothing survived except 
what they were the negation of.  (Furet 19)  

 
 And this is one more reason that brings this theoretician closer to 

our theses. The extent to which the communist idea sought to challenge 
and overcome the past became an object of deconstruction and oblivion. 

 Postmodernism has largely encouraged the extinction of the tight 
social past. Although its presence dominates through the opening 
chapters, the following analysis will reveal its attitude towards post-
socialist reality and its devotion to the Western parameters. Hereby we 
intend to search for particular ideal types of prevailing non-Western 
identities. Considering that the fall of the Berlin Wall and the USSR's post-
socialist society found themselves in a state of ideological hangover, they 
quickly accepted the enacted patterns of future development and the 
reshaped history of their past. Kathrin Hörschelmann (2002) seems to 
recognize our effort and aspiration to find a theoretical equilibrium which, 
by nature, will be revisionist, not necessarily in the context of the 
glorification of only one discourse, but in objectification and mediation for 
creating a space that will not become the subject of ideological 
expropriation. This theoretician finds such analyses of postmodernism too 
predictable. Postmodernism does not fall into the nature of transformation 
but blindly recalls all opposing opinions that do not follow the patterns of 
liberalism. In the careful theorising of the post-socialist transformation, 
Kathryn Hörschelmann rightly underlines errors and conceptual 
dogmatism with theoreticians who had dealt with the communist past. A 
valuable analytical effort and evidence in the parsing of postmodernism is 
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apparent here, although we cannot fail to notice that theories sometimes 
remain undefined. 

  
Analyses of post-socialist transformation that seek to position it 
along the fault between modern past and postmodern future 
repeat a lot of homogenisation and universalism inherent in 
neoliberal end-of-history narratives, despite rejecting their 
optimism. A bird's eye view still eclipses the hybrid network of 
everyday social practices and 'small transformations' (Àkos Rona-
Tas 1997) in grand theories of 'transition', while paying little 
respect to the evolving, unpredictable directions and effects of 
micro-social processes. (Burawoy and Verdery 1999). 
(Hörschelmann 57) 

  
 Her scientific experiment on the post-socialist transformation 

related to everyday life of the inhabitants of East Germany, exhibits this 
ethnological account as a clear reminder that it is necessary to change the 
attitudes of the perception of postmodernism and the experience of newly 
emerging social structures (Hörschelmann 2002). 
 

 A Pact with the Past  
  
 At this moment it is necessary to provide theoretical and 

methodological background in order to give answers to the so-called 
drama industry of the Balkan societies based on similar examples. It is 
more complicated to say that it is a defective industry that has joined the 
phenomenological semantics and paradoxically, maintained the cultural 
industry that was once written by the Frankfurt School theoreticians 
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer. Guided by the cognitive opus that 
has been developed in social sciences more than half a century ago, we 
will attempt to include it in a new theoretical march of the memory 
industry analysis. In this case we will call on Todor Kuljić again, who has 
recently offered the court of scientific jury a new framework for the 
interpretation of those social phenomena that can be said to be 
embroidered with symbolic loads of death. It captured our attention due 
to related themes and social phenomenon embodied in a not so old 
sociological and historical discussion that encompasses wider world's 
intellectual meridians. T. Kuljić’s manuscript Finkelstein’s debate on the 
Holocaust industry4 also introduces preliminary discourses on 

                                                 
4
 See more in: Živković, Predrag. “Ideological ornamentation of postmodern geography. The 

case of Zagreb and Podgorica.“  Annales, Series Historia et Sociologia. 28 (2) (2018): 399-
414. 
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tanatopolytics and tanatosociology (Kuljić 2014).5 This essay, based on 
historical sociology and historioraphy, introduces us to a political folklore 
that draws its roots from biblical times, but which has never vanished from 
either theological or scientific discourses. The sketches of biblical days 
were embedded in a kind of narrative gown of the chosen people, 
altogether presenting a meditative, religious and political mortgage of the 
Jews. With the advent of the Second World War there was a terrifying 
attempt at the massive pogrom of the Jews with the systematically 
organized exorcism that was directed not only towards glorification of the 
racial supremacy of the Aryans, but also towards the instinctive 
devastation of any symbolic valuables of the Jewish people. Therefore we 
are trying to illustrate the horizons of a debate which appeared to expect 
the maturing of times in order to confront the victims and the suspects 
with the contextualisation of the events (Kuljić 2001). The place and event 
of the debate began with the conceptual and theoretical framework of the 
Jewish-American politicologist, Norman Finkelstein. Through his book we 
notice politicological dissidence in terms of science, and an apostate 
position in religious sense. However, its publication triggered a storm of 
comments. Most of them were of ideological nature, which presents a 
fruitful secondary material based on interpretations of a cohesive 
community.  

 
Under the term ‘Holocaust industry’, the author does not signify 
the genocide over the Jewish people, but, remaining analogous to 
Adorno's term ‘cultural industry’, it denotes an ideological-
organizational conglomerate of Jewish associations and lobbyists 
in the United States who recall the Nazi crime and Jewish suffering 
as cultural heritage in order to misuse it in their own financial and 
political goals. (Kuljić 2001, 290)  

 
 This was not a call for historical revisionism, because it was 

necessary to negate the existence of the Holocaust, and thus rehabilitate 
the Nazi regime of the time. After these shocking announcements, the 
response of the Jewish community and especially their intellectual elite 
could only be imagined, which threw this book into corners of conspiracy. 
That way Norman Finkelstein raised the ghosts of suspicion but also 
provoked the condemnation of the Jewish community in America, as well 
as the left-liberals in Germany, as Kuljić argues (2001). Although 
Finkelstein's study emerged on the basis of the Novik's book review, it 
nonetheless provided a sharper insight into Holocaust as the culture of 

                                                 
5
 See more in: Kuljić, Todor. Tanatopolitika / sociološkoistorijska analiza političke upotrebe 

smrti. Beograd: Čigoja štampa, 2014. 
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memory, or tanatosociologically speaking, of an instrumentation of 
memory that relies on the lucrative desires of Jewish martyrdom. As much 
as it constitutes a systematic material for a single sociological analysis, it 
also offers a challenging synchronous method in analysing the conceptual 
definition and metamorphosis of the Holocaust from biblical determinism 
to the modern instrumentalisation of the term. It must be emphasised that 
the Holocaust has not always been benevolently observed, with a special 
piety of mourning and the desire to view this period of historical 
promenade as a unique monument to the tragedy of one nation.  

 
The situation is changing with the US and Israel alliance in the late 
1960s when the Holocaust prompted its career as an American 
cultural event. It is more about the consciously chosen collective 
memory, than about the upheaval of the suspended memory, 
which, being conceived as an ideological creation, serves as 
historical material in order to create a collective identity. (2001, 
292)  

 
 Kuljić distinguishes those segments of Finkelstein's study that point 

to tanatopolitical and tanatosocial moments rather than to the lexis of 
historical events. Essential elements of this critique relate to the 
sacralisation of the Holocaust, its martyrdom authenticity, as well as the 
political instrumentalisation of Jewish turmoil drawn to the pathos of  

 
[…] the ritualization of memory. Jewish sufferings turned into a 
pseudo-interpretation of the events, reducing obviously the 
Holocaust to long-lasting supressed debates in American and 
German back pages. In addition, focusing on the Holocaust 
distracts the Americans from their genocide over the Indians, as 
Norman Finkelstein argues. (according to Kuljić 294) 

 
Kuljić further notices that a specific trans-historic background for the 
suffering of the Jews through the Holocaust was to be created because the 
Holocaust represents a suitable sublimation and integration of the torn-
apart tissue and a tendency towards a new de-secularisation (Kuljić 2001). 
History remembers abundance and lavish of similar practices of memory 
organisation (Kuljić 2006), which often try to challenge the sense of 
belonging and fertility (Simić 2014) with the mother culture, becoming a 
postmodern caricature and charade, i.e. initiating the sensors of the 
“Shoah business” (Kuljić 2001, 296). General conclusion to this thesis finds 
its support in the suggestion that: “As a universal symbol of mass suffering 
the Holocaust is easily interrelated to the marketplace of the past which 
did not exist” (2001, 307). 
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Choosing this type of narrative interpretation of the culture of 

memory and overcoming the past, and not avoiding to observe these 
phenomena from the perspectives of post-socialist societies, we are trying, 
through the paradigm of the Holocaust industry, to extend the boundaries 
of its ideological influence to similar examples that have become mythical 
footings in the Balkans, and on the American continent. Historical events 
often hide more layered meanings than those engraved in memorials. This 
became an ideological code for all societies that wanted to eliminate 
memories from any disturbing factors, even if they were written in the 
victim’s language. Anyone who complies with these ideological orders 
becomes enchained by the forces of the Damned Yard’s ruling system-as 
thoughtfully presented by Ivo Andrić, and subtly noted by Željko Simić:  

 
we find in ourselves. This is the climate of an objectified spirit 
which, hermetically closed in its own obsessive variant of the 
communication with the system no longer distinguishes the 
blessing bestowed by genuine reality. (Симић 2014, 198). 
 

 However, we shall not terminate our theoretical cooperation with 
this theoretician. His importance and impact is evident through his creative 
experience. His theories prevail with the insights to the phenomena that 
have remained in our cognitive chronicles. That is where we face the long 
history of ratiocentrism development that is supported by the growing 
power of the post-modern technological system. The same system has 
enabled an unsustainable flow of globalisation in all its cascading models. 
Here we are interested in a seemingly simplified anachronism manifested 
through the term koyaanisqatsi which will turn out to stand for the cramp 
of the endangered past. To professor Simić the term koyaanisqatsi 
discloses much more than the meaning of a sluggish and artificially 
tortured reminder of the Hopi Indians. Considering how the author warns 
us about the interpretation of this term (life out of balance) since its 
translation into English remains questionable, we use it here as a research 
benefactor, i.e. the postmodern civilisation has changed skin colour to a 
contemporary individual, previously taking away his dignity in the form of 
a scalp, disarming him of every form of collective memory, encouraging 
him to the comfort of life out of balance (Симић 2009). Relying on the 
famous documentary achievement by Godfrey Reggio, Simić goes way 
further in analysing the concept that reveals the limits of a civilisational 
mutation. Eventually, following the axioms of a lucid analysis, we can say 
that:  

 
Koyaanisqatsi is actually a mutated life of the psychic composure: 
it cannot be endangered by the aspects, it is actually the system 
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[...] The Hopi know that koyaanisqatsi is not a single outbreak but a 
widespread psycho-social formation; it is not incidental, but 
consistently updated [...]. And the most important point: 
koyaanisqatsi, as a mutation, does not represent a kind of austere, 
non-homogeneous and a priori unsustainable acute exclusion, but 
the faithful takeover of relations onto which life inside of balance 
rests, defined through consistently contaminated demarcation as 
denial, i.e. out of balance. (Симић 2009, 13-15)  

 
 Regardless of the fate of modern man and society embodied in the 

concept of koyaanisqatsi, the Hopi Indians show mature alertness in 
perceiving its jurisdiction and its influence on the change of identity, 
through the constant tendency to maintain “the institutions of historicism 
that fix the identity blinded by the exclusion of living out of balance” (2009, 
15).  
 

 Conclusion  
 
 Long and painful emancipation and exorcism, once used by 

colonial conquest, and now by the new civilisation that suppresses the 
spirit of paganism among the Natives (in Wallerstein’s words), is an 
instrumentalised and imposed culture of memory and remembrance 
where the Natives need to adapt themselves to life beyond ordinary limits. 
This process has not been completed even in the twenty-first century. 
Moreover, it is only being perfected and encouraged in rising of a new cult 
of processing and constructing the past.  The Balkans become the evidence 
to communism which experienced the same fate intended for its 
predecessors, all in order to pass triumphantly through historical straits. 
Liberalism therefore, due to its younger cousin neoliberalism, is also on the 
verge of oblivion. This led us to demonstrate the sustainability of 
ideological perspectives, regardless of whether they represent the 
interests of one social group, class or major formations and their political 
symbolism (Kuljić 2006). Taking into consideration the culture of memory, 
endemic diseases become transparent, and they practically determine the 
spirit of a community. That is one of the reasons why such analyses are 
usually abounding with burdens of disturbing past and above all, with 
surplus history of one’s own. 
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MANIFEST UGROŽENE PROŠLOSTI 
 
 Autor nastoji da u radu prikaže kulturu sjećanja (Kuljić 2006) koja 
se osamostalila u postsocijalističkom miljeu, postavši tako jednom vrstom 
kultivisanog i privilegovanog „utočišta zaborava“, koje stremi da izgna one 
tradicije koje nisu dobrodošle u konstruisanju novog i identitetski vitalnijeg 
društva. Sasvim je jasno, da je riječ o onim društvima za koje, ne samo 
socijalizam, već i druga mjesta istorijskog susreta sa svojim identitetskim 
arhetipovima, predstavljaju „ruševinu sjećanja“ i onaj bezdan upozorenja 
da se stvori, osmisli i emigrira u neku novu, za njih dovoljno komfornu 
prošlost. Da li je to put kojim svako od nas treba da krene? Da li je to put 
kolektivne katarze ili jednog sistemskog i ideološkog egzorcizma koji 
planski osmišljava i progoni sve one koji se ne povinuju i ne naviknu na 
klimu „Proklete avlije“ (Симић 2014)? Čini se, da je to stanje koje tjera 
čovjeka da se probudi iz pasionirane ideološke kome i da postane hroničar 
životnog previranja, odnosno, „sopstvenog rata“ (Prilepin 2016). 
 
 Ključne riječi: kultura sjećanja, identitet, tradicija, postsocijalizam, 
prošlost, postmoderna, Balkan. 
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Poštovani autori, 
 
Prilikom pisanja i predaje rada molimo da se rukovodite sljedećim 

uputstvima.  

 Radovi se predaju u elektronskoj formi u Word formatu, na 
adresu foliaredakcija@gmail.com. 

 Obim članka treba da bude ograničen do maksimalno 7 000 riječi 
uključujući naslov, vaše ime i prezime, naziv institucije, spisak 
bibliografskih referenci, apstrakte na dva jezika, naslov na jeziku 
prevoda apstrakta i ključne riječi na oba jezika. 

 Na početku rada daje se apstrakt (do 300 riječi) i do 10 ključnih 
riječi na jeziku na kojem je pisan rad. Isti podaci ispisuju se na 
kraju teksta na jednom od svjetskih jezika (engleskom, 
njemačkom, francuskom, ruskom, italijanskom). 

 Kada je u pitanju formatiranje teksta, molimo pošaljite rad u 
formatu B5, odnosno 6.9'' x 8.9'' ili 176 x 250 mm. Ukoliko se 
koristite slikama ili tabelama, vodite računa da se uklope u isti 
format. 

 Grafičke sadržaje molimo da ne šaljete zasebno, već ih uključite 
u tekst kao integrisanu sliku. 

 Cijeli tekst treba da bude uređen bez proreda. Vrsta slova je 
Calibri 11. 

 Dalje formatiranje teksta svedite na minimum ili se korisitite 
jednostavnom opcijom „Normal“, koju nudi Word program 
(uključujući naslove i podnaslove).  

 Podnaslovi treba da budu odvojeni jednim redom od prethodnog 
teksta, napisani polucrnim fontom (boldovani) i navedeni prema 
konvencijama jezika na kojem je napisan rad.  

 Isticanje u tekstu vrši se isključivo upotrebom kurziva (italics), a 
nikako polucrnim (boldovanim) fontom, navodnicima, 
podvlačenjem, s p a c i o n i r a n j e m, verzalom (ALL CAPS) i 
slično.  

 Koristite navodnike određene normom jezika na kome je napisan 
rad. Molimo da u radu ne miješate različite tipove navodnika. 
Najčešće se upotrebljavaju dupli navodnici, dok se polunavodnici 
('m') koriste jedino unutar navodnika. 

 Citat koji je duži od tri reda vašeg kucanog teksta upišite kao 
posebni pasus, uvučen i odvojen jednim praznim redom od 



242 FOLIA LINGUISTICA ET LITTERARIA: 

 
prethodnog teksta i teksta koji slijedi. U tom slučaju ne koriste se 
navodnici.  

 Izostavljanje originalnog teksta unutar citata, odnosno elipsa, 
označava se sa tri tačke unutar uglastih zagrada – […]. 

 Iako to vaš kompjuterski program ponekad ne radi, molimo vas 
da pravite razliku između crte (–), koja razdvaja dva dijela 
rečenice, i crtice (-), koja spaja dvije riječi. 

 Bibliografske reference navoditi po MLA obrascu (MLA Citation 
Style). 

 
Detaljnije uputstvo nalazi se na adresi www.folia.ac.me. 

 
Uređivački odbor 
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Dear authors, 
 
While writing and preparing your papers for submission, please 

respect the following instructions:  
 

 Submit your papers electronically in Word format, to the following 
address: foliaredakcija@gmail.com 

 The length of your work must not exceed 7000 words, including 
the title, your name and the name of your institution, the list of 
references, two abstracts (in 2 languages) and key words. 

 An Abstract (up to 300 words) and up to 10 key words should 
precede the paper and be in the language in which the paper is 
written. Translate the same information in one of the world 
languages (English, German, French, Russian, Italian) and repeat it 
at the end of the text. 

 Formatting of text, please make sure it fits into the B5, that is 6.9'' 
x 8.9'' or 176 x 250 mm format of the journal.  

 The whole text should be single-spaced. The preferable font is 
Calibri 11.  

 Further formatting should be minimal (including titles and 
subtitles), please use the option “Normal” your Word provides 
under the title “Style”. 

 Subtitles should be separated by one empty line from the text 
preceding it, and by one empty line from the text following it. They 
should be written in bold letters and should respect the norm of 
the language of the paper. 

 Graphics, tables, illustrations, pictures should not be sent 
separately but as part of the papers and as integral images, making 
sure they fit into the B5, 176x250mm, format of the journal. 

 Emphasis is provided exclusively by the use of italics, and NOT by 
bold letters, “double quotation marks,” ‘single quotation marks,’ 
or underlining, s p a c i n g, ALL CAPS, etc. 

 Use quotations marks consistently and as required by the norms of 
the language in which the paper is written. In most of cases those 
are double quotations marks (“ ”). Use single quotations marks 
(‘m’) only within quotations. 

 Quotations longer than three lines of your typed paper should be 
inserted as a separate paragraph and separated by one empty line 
from the text preceding it and the text following it. When these 



244 FOLIA LINGUISTICA ET LITTERARIA: 

 
quotations (paragraphs) are inserted like this do not use quotation 
marks. 

 Avoiding parts of original text within quotation, or ellipses, should 
be marked by the following sign: […]. 

 Do not confuse dash ( – ), which separates two parts of sentence, 
with hyphen ( - ), which connects two words. 

 Use MLA citation style for bibliographical references. 
 
For more details please visit www.folia.ac.me. 
 

Board of Editors 
 

 

 

 


