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A b s t r a c t  

Recent  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  make w h i t e n e s s  l i m i n a l .  White 

male c h a r a c t e r s  i n  f i c t i o n  from former  s e t t l e r  c o l o n i e s  

l i k e  A u s t r a l i a ,  Canada and N e w  Zealand ernbody t h e  l e g a c y  

of  c o l o n i a l i s m  as w e l l  a s  t h e  c l a s s  and  c u l t u r a l  

p r i v i l e g e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  w h i t e n e s s .  In jurêd  w h i t e n e s s  

i m p l i e s  a  c r i t i q u e  o f  outrnoded s t e r e o t y p e s  a n d  s u g g e s t s  

how con tempora ry  w h i t e n e s s  can  r u p t u r e  t h e  b o u n d a r i e s  o f  

i t s  own p r i v i l e g e .  Chap te r  One u s e s  t h e  mute and  abused  

Simon i n  Keri Hulme's  The Bon2 People t o  examine how 

c o l o n i a l  w h i t e n e s s  c a n  be t h e  o b j e c t  o f  c r i t i q u e  i n  a 

p o s t c o l o n i a l  a l l e g o r y .  Chap te r  Two f o c u s e s  on t h e  b u r n t  

Hungarian " E n g l i s h "  p a t i e n t  i n  Michael  O n d a a t j e i s  The 

E n g l i s h  P a t i e n t  t o  demons t ro te  how ( a n d  w i t h  what e f f e c t )  

c o l o n i a l  w h i t e n e s s  is c o n s t r u c t e d .  C h a p t e r  T h r e e  

c o n s i d e r s  t h e  " b l a c k  whi te"  Gemrny i n  David M a l o u f ' s  

Rmembering B a b y l o n  t o  show how anomalous f o m s  o f  

w h i t e n e s s  h i d d e n  w i t h i n  t h e  s t e r e o t y p e  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  

c o l o n i s t  a r e  exposed.  C h a p t e r  Four f o c u s e s  on T r i s t a n  i n  

Peter C a r e y ' s  The Unusual  L i f e  o f  T r i s t a n  S m i t h  t o  a r g u e  

t h a t  s t e r e o t y p e s  o f  c o l o n i a l  w h i t e n e s s  c o n v e r g e  w i t h  

t h o s e  of class a n d  c u l t u r a l  p r i v i l e g e  s o  t h a t  T r i s t a n ' s  

d e f o r m i t y  r e p r e s e n t s  r a c i a l ,  c u l t u r a l  and economic 



marqinalisation. This project uses American and British 

whiteness theory alonqside postcolonial theory to reveal 

both the persistently Manichean vocabulary of 

postcolonialism and the relevance of different 

oocobularies and categories of analysis. My dissertation 

examines the as yet unstudied influence of colonial 

discourse on constructions of postcolonial whiteness and 

shows that whiteness in former settler colonies is a 

product of the conjunction of contemporary privilege and 

colonial marginalisâtion. 
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Introduction 

Whi teness Unsst tled 

In Australia, Canada and New Zealand, whiteness is 

already unsettled. Although it enjoys the lingering 

privileges of its colonial authority, its preeminence is 

disrupted by critiques and by its own guilty recognition 

of colonialism's wrongdoings. Two issües obtain in 

representations of whiteness from former settler 

colonies: the Legacy of Manichean colonial discourse and 

the implications of contemporary whiteness (and of the 

"white" body in particular) .' These two issues coincide 
in fictions £rom Australia, Canada and New Zealand which 

represmt characters who are hyperbolically white (and so 

reiterate the vocabulary of colonial stereoty-pes) but 

whose injuries belie the privileges associated with 

whiteness. Ambivalent postcolonial representations give 

whiteness an uneasy liminal status that can be recidivist 

(covertly reaffirming white colonial preeminence), 

punitive (inflicting punishment on the white coloniser) 

or progressive (turning within "whiteness" to suggest its 

diversity and potential for evolution) - 2 



This project uses contemporary whiteness theories 

(mainly Arnerican) in the reading of contemporary fiction 

from Australia, Canada and New Zealand. Bringing 

whiteness theory to bear upon postcolonial settler 

fiction allows me to demonstrate that whiteness is not 

simply postcolonial; somatically, it is richly suggestive 

of colonial history, but it also connotes disparate 

histories, classes and kinds of whiteness. This project 

suqgests that "colonial whiteness" is strategically used 

in postcolonial allegory; that there is a surprisingly 

consistent understanding of what "English" colonial 

whiteness, in particular, connoted; that whiteness adapts 

and reveals itself as frauqht with class and reqional 

fissures to become unsettled settler whiteness; and that 

ne@-colonial "whiteness," thouqh a product of cultural 

and economic distinctions, can return us to an eerily 

familiar discourse of racialised difference. 

Critical theory has recently taken contemporary 

whiteness as its bête blanche, insisting on the need to 

interrogate white privilege. For instance, Homi Bhabha 

writes that 

[tlhe subversive move is to reveal within the very 

integuments of "whiteness" the agonistic elements 

that make it the unsettled, disturbed form of 



authority that it is-the incommensurable 

"differ~nces" that it must surmount; the histories 

of trauma and terror that it must perpetuate and 

from which it must protect itself; the amnesia it 

imposes on itself; the violence it inflicts in the 

process of becoming a transparent and transcendent 

force of authority. ("The White Stuff" 21) 

Bhabha suggests that the critical move of the moment is 

to investigate what lies u n d e r  the skin of whiteness. One 

may expect to discover colonial histories of "trauma and 

terror" as well as covert efforts to maintain whiteness's 

privilege and authority. Gu'hiteness's ambivalence 

persists in the disjunction between its relinquishinq of 

its superiority and its continued enjoyment of a 

"transcendent force of authority." Bhabha's comment 

usefully introduces my dissertation's four Key questions: 

Can postcolonial whiteness sumount its "histories of 

trauma and terror"? What are whiteness's "integurnents"? 

How does postcolonial fiction eviscerate whiteness to 

reveal its "agonistic elements"? What, in addition to 

skin colour, has enabled whiteness's transparency and 

transcendency? 

Contemporary whiteness's authority has been 

transcendent because unchallenged. Whiteness has been so 



normative t h a t  it has  no t  been acknowledged a s  a  r a c i a l  

ca t ego ry  and s o  has  been pe rce ived  as " t r a n s p a r e n t . "  

However, c o l o n i a l  w h i t e n e s s l s  power r e s i d e d  i n  i ts  

c o n s t r u c t i o n  of i t s  own "whiteness ."  While c o l o n i s t s  

s t e r e o t y p e d  ind igenous  popu la t ions  i n  e x c r u c i a t i n g  

d e t a i l ,  reduc ing  them t o  l i s ts  of  p h y s i c a l  and moral 

f a i l i n g s ,  t hey  were n o t o r i o u s l y  vague i n  e x p l i c a t i n g  

p r e c i s e l y  whüt they  thought  c o n s t i t u t e d  t h e i r  own 

whiteness . '  For i n s t a n c e ,  Kei th  S i n c l a i r  writes of  

n ine t een th -cen tu ry  N e w  Zealand, " [ i l n  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n s  

about  t h e  n a t i o n a l  type ,  on one t o p i c  t h e r e  was 

unanimity:  i t  was to be whitet1 ( 9 0 )  . And y e t  what was 

whi teness?  I t  was more than  s k i n .  I t  was a l 1  t h a t  

a l lowed N e w  Zealander  Alan Mulgan t o  w r i t e  of  England 's  

" sh in ing  heroes"  wi th  t h e i r  " i rnper fec t ly  unders tood bu t  

f a s c i n a t i n g  r i t u a l , "  "romance" and "world-ernbracing 

a u t h o r i t y  and p r e s t i g e "  (Home q t d -  i n  Arnold 356) .' 1 

contend t h a t  t h e r e  was and is a  s t e r e o t y p e d  unders tanding 

of B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  whi teness  (and t h a t  d e s c r i p t i o n s  of 

it are o f t e n  like Mulgan 's) ;  t h i s  s t e r e o t y p e  emerges a s  

an o b j e c t  o f  c r i t i q u e  i n  p o s t c o l o n i a l  f i c t i o n .  

Bhabha writes t h a t  "the s t e r e o t y p e  must always be  i n  

sxcess of what can  be e m p i r i c a l l y  proved o r  l o g i c a l l y  

cons t rued"  ("The Other  Ques t ion"  66) . B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  

d i s c o ü r s e  c e l e b r a t e d  t h e  w h i t e  s i d e  o f  a Manichean b ina ry  



t h a t ,  " i n  excess"  o f  ev idence ,  p o s i t i o n e d  wh i t e  c o l o n i s t s  

a s  mora l ly  and i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  s u p e r i o r  t o  t h e  popu la t i ons  

t hey  co lon i sed .  I n t a n g i b l e  v a l u e s  were assumed man i f e s t  

i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  "evidence"  prov ided  by wh i t e  s k i n  (and 

blond h a i r  and b l u e  e y e s ) .  If B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  whi teness  

p e r s i s t s  i n  p o s t c o l o n i a l  c r i t i q u e s ,  t h i s  t a c i t  

acknowledgment of B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l i s m ' s  s t e r e o t y p i n g  of  

s u p e r i o r i t y ,  p r i v i l e g e  and a u t h o r i t y  a s  whi te ,  blond and 

blue-eÿed p e r s i s t s  a s  w e l L .  P o s t c o l o n i a l  f i c t i o n  which 

presef i t s  whi teness  a s  b r u i s e d ,  bu rn t  o r  d e f o m e d  beg ins  

t o  e x c o r i a t e  t h e  impermeable body of t h e  s t e r e o t y p e  

i t s e l f ,  r e v e a l i n g  t h e  f a l l a c y  o f  t h e  connec t ion  between 

wh i t e  s k i n  and t h e  q u a l i t i e s  o r  p r i v i l e g e s  t h a t  produce 

s o - c a l l e d  "whi teness ."  P o s t c o l o n i a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  

whi teness  n e g o t i a t e  bo th  an outmoded s t e r e o t y p e  and 

c o n s t r u c t i o n s  of new wh i t enes se s  which a r e  p u t a t i v e l y  

i n v i s i b l e  o r  t r a n s p a r e n t .  S e t t l e r  f i c t i o n  t h a t  d e p i c t s  

h y p e r b o l i c a l l y  wh i t e  men draws a t t e n t i o n  t o  bo th  o l d  and 

new c o n s t r u c t i o n s .  

The t y p i c a l  n ine t een th -cen tu ry  B r i t i s h  settler i n  

A u s t r a l i a ,  Canada o r  New Zealand r e s i d e d  on t h e  o u t s k i r t s  

o f  B r i t i s h  c i v i l i s a t i o n ,  The remove from B r i t a i n  ensured  

t h a t ,  â l t hough  settlers were "white ,"  and a l t hough  t h e y  

s t r u g g l e d  t o  a s s e r t  t h e i r  adherence t o  the B r i t i s h  

c o l o n i a l  s t e r e o t y p e ,  t h e y  were wh i t e  o t h e r s .  ci B i l l  



Ashcrof t ,  Gare th  G r i f f i t n s  and Helen T i f f i n  w r i t e  t h a t  

" t h e  i d e a  o f  c u l t u r a l  i n f e r i o r i t y  exceeded t h a t  of mere 

p r o v i n c i a l  gauche r i e  a s  r a c e  permeated even the 

c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  ' w h i t e '  settlers" ( K e y  Concepts 4 7 ) .  

Thus t h e  "ternporary i l l u s i o n  of a f i l i a t i v e  r e l a t i o n s h i p "  

wi th  Britain i s  r ep l aced  by c o n t r a d i c t i o n s :  t h e  s e t t l e r s  

are B r i t i s h  c o l o n i s t s ,  b u t  a l s o  othex,  a s  i f  t h e y  had 

been c o l o n i s e d  themselves  ( E m p i r s  Wri tes Back 26) . The 

s e t t l e r  cou ld  c l a im  t o  be  whi te ,  b u t  was a l s o  

marg ina l i s ed  and " d a r k e n ~ d "  by h i s  remove from B r i t a i n .  

In  contemporary f i c t i o n  from set t ler  c o l o n i e s  which 

concerns  i t s e l f  wi th  t h e  c o l o n i a l  encounter ,  t h e  problem 

of whi teness  " u n s e t t l e d "  by its rernove from B r i t a i n  

man i f e s t s  i t s e l f  a s  i n j u r y ,  even a b j e c t i o n .  The novels  1 

t r e a t  show a r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  of t h e  B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  

s t e r e o t y p e  i n  blond and blue-eyed c h a r a c t e r s  who a r e  also 

d i s t o r t e d ,  d i s e a s e d  and s c a r r e d  o r  blackened. T h e i r  

p h y s i c a l  ambigui ty  confounds c o l o n i a l i s t  r a c i s t  

c a t e g o r i e s  s o  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  "white" and y e t  a l s o  o t h e r .  

They seem t o  becorne, a t  f i r s t  g l ance  a t  l e a s t ,  "black 

white"  men (Malouf 1 0 )  . A s  George Mosse n o t e s ,  

l * [ r I a c i s m ' s  a t t r a c t i o n  was its c e r t a i n t y ,  d e c i s i v e n e s s  

and abhorrence  o f  ambiguity" ( 1 6 9 ) .  P e c u l i a r ,  ambiguous 

whi teness  confounds Manichean d e f i n i t i o n s  of whi teness;  

it produces u n c e r t a i n t y .  



I n  Canada, A u s t r a l i a  and New Zealand, i n j u r e d ,  

ambiguous whi teness  a l s o  r e f l e c t s  conternporary r a c e  

p o l i t i c s  and, i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h e  conjunc t ion  of  whi teness  

and c l a s s ,  c u l t u r a l  and p o l i t i c a l  p r i v i l e g e  ( a  

con junc t ion  most e x t e n s i v e l y  s t u d i e d  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of  

t h e  United S t a t e s ) .  Recent s t u d i e s  of  whi teness  £rom 

North America (and, t o  a l e s s e r  e x t e n t ,  B r i t a i n )  have 

emphasized t h e  fo l lowing:  t h e  mis lead ing  appearance o f  

whi teness  a s  b l ank  o r  t r a n s p a r e n t ;  t h e  f l e x i b i l i t y  o f  

d e f i n i t i o n s  of whi teness ;  t h e  alignment o f  wh i t enes s  w i th  

mascu l in i ty ;  t h e  symbolic  importance of wh i t e  a s  a  

co lou r ;  and t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  of whi teness  wi th  c l a s s  

p r i v i l e g e .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  some cr i t ics  sugges t  t h a t  

whi teness  has  been d e s t a b i l i s e d  and rnarginal ised,  wh i l e  

o t h e r s  argue t h a t  any appearance of m a r g i n a l i s a t i o n  is 

s t r a t e g i c  and w i l l  f a c i l i t a t e  t h e  maintenance o f  wh i t e  

p r i v i l e g e .  What Bhabha c a l l s  " t h e  subve r s ive  move" o f  t h e  

moment r e v e a l s  how t h e  a u t h o r i t y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  t y p e  

of  t h e  white  coLonis t  has  evolved i n t o  a p l u r a l i t y  o f  

whi tenesses  ("The White S t u f f "  2 1 ) .  1 w i l l  b r i e f l y  

i n t r o d u c e  t h e s e  themes b e f o r e  showing how t h i s  

t h e o r e t i c a l  background f a c i l i t a t e s  my read ings  o f  

p o s t c o l o n i a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  l i m i n a l ,  ambiguous 

whi tenesses .  



F i r s t ,  whi teness  i s  f r e q u e n t l y  taken  t o  be "normal" 

o r  is perce ived  a s  un-raced. Ross Chambers w r i t e s  t h a t  

i n  America 

[ t l h e r e  a r e  p l e n t y  of  unrnarked c a t e g o r i e s  (rnaleness, 

h e t e r o s e x u a l i t y  and midd lec l a s snes s  be ing  obvious 

o n e s ) ,  bu t  whi teness  is perhaps t h e  prirnary unrnarked 

and s o  unexarnined-let's s a y  'b lankt -ca tegory .  Like 

o t h e r  unrnarked c a t e g o r i e s ,  i t  has a  touchs tone  

q u a l i t y  of t h e  normal, a g a i n s t  which t h e  members of  

marked c a t e g o r i e s  a r e  measured and, of course ,  found 

dev ian t ,  t h a t  is, wanting.  ( 1 8 9 )  

Richard Dyer s i m i l a r l y  n o t e s  t h a t  i n  t h e  Western World, 

l t [ t ] h i s  assumption t h a t  whi te  people  a r e  j u s t  people  [ .  . 

. ]  i s  not  f a r  o f f  s ay ing  t h a t  wh i t e s  a r e  people  whereas 

o t h e r  c o l o u r s  a r e  something e l s e "  ( 2 ) .  L i k e  Chambers, 

Dyer observes  t h a t  t h e  no rma t iv i ty  of whi teness  i m p l i e s  

t h a t  non-whiteness is "found wanting." The t r anspa rency  

o r  blankness  of wh i t enes s  is founded on t h e  assurnption of  

its s u p e r i o r i t y  and pe rvas iveness .  To be  o t h e r  t h a n  wh i t e  

i s  t o  be  conspicuous ly  d i f f e r e n t ,  even inadequate ,  

because v i s i b l y  non-white. The appa ren t  b lankness  o f  

whi teness  is mis lead ing  because it concea l s  w h i t e n e s s ' s  

c u l t u r a l  and s o c i a l  power and p r i v i l e g e .  Hence 



C h a h e r s ' s  i n t e r e s t  i n  examining what h e  calls "The 

Unexamined" and Dyer's a s s e r t i o n  that t h e  purpose of his 

White is " [ t o  make] w h i t e n e s s  s t r a n g e "  ( 4 )  . 
Second, w h i t e n e s s ' s  b o u n d a r i e s  a r e  s u r p r i s i n g l y  

e l a s t i c .  While e p i d e m a l  w h i t e n e s s  often c o n n o t e s  power 

and p r i v i l e g e ,  power and  p r i v i l e g e  c a n  a l s o  e n s u r e  t h a t  

a n  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  p e r c e i v e d  a s  w h i t e .  Thus J a p a n e s e  

businessmen,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  were c o n s i d e r e d  "whi te"  i n  

a p a r t h e i d  South A f r i c a  (Dyer 51; Chambers 191), and  o n l y  

since t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  h a s  B r i r a i n  c o n s i d e r e d  t h €  

I r i s h  w h i t e  (Dyer 53-55). I n  both  c a s e s ,  e l e v a t i o n  i n  

econornic s t a t u s  is  i n s t r u m e n t a l  to t h e  p e r c e p t i o n  of 

t h e s e  n a t i o n s t  "whi teness . "  S a n d e r  Gilman w r i t e s  t h a t  

c l a s s  s t a t u s  c a n  be marked  on s k i n  t o  e n s u r e  its 

p e r c e p t i o n  a s  " w h i t e . "  He n o t e s  t h a t  i n  n i n e t e e n t h -  

c e n t u r y  Gerrnany, Jewish  d u e l i s t s  i n t e n t i o n a l l y  i n f l i c r e d  

s c a r s  on each o t h e r s '  f a c e s .  A s c a r  wuuld p rove  t h a t  

someone had "been s e e n  as a n  h o n o r a b l e  equal and t h u s  h a d  

been c h a l l e n g e d  t o  a d u e l .  Marked o n t o  t h e  d u e l i s t ' s  

f a c e  was h i s  i n t e g r a t i o n  i n t o  Gerrnan c u l t u r e "  (122-123). 

I n  sum, a  c e r t a i n  mark on skin connoted  an activity 

a s s o c i a t e d  with G e n t i l e  German c u l t u r e ;  the  d u e l i s t ' s  

"whi teness"  was t h u s  marked on his f a c e  with a  s c a r .  

Whi teness  is p a r a d o x i c a l l y  c o n s t r u c t e d  a s  bo th  r i g i d  

and f l e x i b l e .  Dyer a r g u e s  t h a t  " [ t l h e r e  is a s p e c i f i c i t y  



t o  whi te  r e p r e s e n t a c i o n ,  b u t  it does n o t  r e s i d e  i n  a  s e t  

of s t e r e o t y p e s  s o  much a s  i n  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r a l  

p o s i t i o n s ,  r h e t o r i c a l  t r o p e s  and h a b i t s  of pe rcep t ion"  

( 1 2 ) .  Dyer s u g g e s t s  t h a t  whi teness  i s  only  s p e c i f i c  

because of t h e  t u r n s  of ph rase  used t o  d e s c r i b e  i t  by 

those  who choose t o  see it  a s  whi te .  He a p t l y  imp l i e s  

r h a t  whi teness  is i n  t h e  eye (and d e s c r i p t i o n s )  of t h e  

beholder .  H e  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no wh i t e  s t e r eocype  

( t h a t ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  of "whiteness"  wi th  

white  s k i n ,  blond h a i r  and b lue  eyes  i s  no t  t y p i c a l  and 

t h a t  more f l e x i b l e  n o t i o n s  of "whiteness"  p r e v a i l ) .  For 

Dÿer, "whiteness"  is i n s t e a d  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  t h e  power t o  

be t h e  "eye" d e s c r i b i n g  e v e n t s .  H e  sugges t s  t h a t  

whi teness  r e s i d e s  i n  c e r t a i n  words o r  ph ra ses  ("mankind" 

sugges t ing  whi te  men, f o r  i n s t a n c e )  and h a b i t u a 1  

p e r c e p t i o n s  ( i f  whi teness  i s  a norm, we s e e  t h i n g s  a s  i f  

w e  were wh i t e  and d e s c r i b e  t h i n g s  s o  a s  t o  r e i n s c r i b e  

w h i t e n e s s ' s  n o r m a t i v i t y ) .  

Dyer writes abou t  contemporary Western whi teness  and 

does n o t  evoke t h e  l egacy  of co lon ia l i sm.  However, 

p o s t c o l o n i a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of  ( B r i t i s h )  c o l o n i a l  

whi teness  i n  f i c t i o n  from A u s t r a l i a ,  Canada and N e w  

Zealand a r e  i n f l u e n c e d  by t h e  " r i g i d i t y "  and "unchanging 

o rde r "  o f  s t e r e o t y p e s  (Bhabha "The Other  Ques t ion"  66). 

S e t t l e r - c o l o n y  n o t i o n s  of s t e r e o t y p e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  



racial stereotypes, lurk behind how individuals are 

described and perceived. Descriptions of individuals are 

subtended by a knowledge of, and response to, familiar 

stereotypes; even if the speaker/viewer does not 

explicitly acknowledge it, his/her language and 

perceptions are either tacitly complicit with, or 

critical of, stereotypes. In postcolonial settler 

colonies, the stereotype of the British colonist still 

influences what Dyer calls "rhetorical tropes and habits 

of perception" ( 1 2 )  . 

Third, studies of whiteness often also focus on the 

conjunction of whiteness and masculinity, especially as a 
- 

legacy of colonial and settler stereotypinq,' Ruth 

Frankenberg defines the turn-of-the-century stereotype of 

the Arnerican "White Man" as "strong, dominant, arbiter of 

truth and self-designated protector of white womankind, 

defender of nation/territoryn {II) . She suggests that 

"White Man" is defined in opposition to the "Man of 

Color" (11). To be "White" and "Man" in this definition 

of terms is to be the apotheosis of both. Contemporary 

critiques of this doubly privileged combination often 

focus on the "white masculization" of political, social 

and cultural power. Andreô Cornwall and Nancy Lindisfarne 

catalogue contemporary ferninis t  critiques of the 

"implicit masculization of power" ( 2 0 ) .  Power is 



s t e r e o t y p i c a l l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  whi te  m a s c u l i n i t y  and 

vice v e r s a .  For Cornwall  and L i n d i s f a r n e ,  b o t h  are 

racist. Even in con tempora ry  B r i t i s h  s p o r t s ,  f o r  

i n s t a n c e ,  they s u q g e s t  t h a t  " t h e  l i n k  between e l i t e  

m a s c u l i n i t y  and racisrn may be e x p l i c i t :  i n  t h e  c l u b h o u s e  

[ a ]  rugby p l a y e r  may b e  c h i d e d  t o  be  f a i r  o r  g e n e r o u s  

with t h e  p h r a s e ,  ' P l a y  t h e  w h i t e  man"' (Cornwal l  and  

L i n d i s f a r n e  21)  , 

Mosse s u g g e s t s  t h a t  r e c o g n i s i n g  the c o n j u n c t i o n  of 

white m a s c u i i n i t y  and  power, p a r t i c u l a r l y  aggrêsçive 

n a t i o n a l  power, has r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  recent 

i d e a l s  of a more s e n s i t i v e  and s e l f - e f f a c i n g  rnan l iness  

( 1 0 9 ) .  However, h i s  emphasis on  s c u l p t u r a l  i d e a l s  o f  

m a s c u l i n e  b e a u t y  i m p l i e s  t h a t  "the r n a s c u l i z a t i o n  o f  

power,"  though disavowed,  s u r f a c e s  a g a i n  i n  ideals of 

m a s c u l i n e  b e a u t y  and s e n s i t i v i t y  which are based on 

s t a t u e s  o f  p o w e r f u l  m y t h o l o g i c a l  f i g u r e s .  R e i t e r a t i n g  t h e  

l i n k  between i d e a l i s e d  w h i t e n e s s  and m a s c u l i n i t y ,  Mosse 

writes t h a t  "[tlhe i d e a l  of mascu l ine  beauty took i t s  

i n s p i r a t i o n  from Greece" and " t h e  b e a u t y  of Greek 

sculpture" ( 2 8 ) .  H e  a r g u e s  t h a t  "the deta i led  s t r u c t u r e  

of the male  body and f a c e ,  v i t a l  f o r  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of 

t h e  stereotype of male b e a u t y ,  sprang a l i v e  s o l e l y  

t h r a u g h  s c u l p t u r a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 1 ' ( 2 9 ) .  The b e a u t y  o f  t h e  

s c u l p t u r a l  mode1 d o e s  n o t  weaken the power a s s o c i a t e d  



with wnite mas~ulinity.~ Mosse does not emphasise that 

these influential sculptures of men are executed in white 

marble. The ideal of masculinity is thus also smooth, 

unblemished and white or "transparent" (Mosse 172). 

Unnaturally blemished postcolonial white masculinity 

challenges what Mosse calls "the stereotype of male 

beauty" (29). White masculinity is re-envisioned as 

distorted and diseased-it becomes precisely the opposite 

of what the Greek sculptures try to convey; these 

fictional representations depict what has been left out 

in the sculptural figuring of "ideal [ .  . . ]  masculine 

beauty" (Mosse 2 8 ) .  

Fourth, hue and skin colour are often symbolicaLly 

joined. Bhabha writes that "[wlhiteness is, after all, 

only a paler shade of gray, or blackness hit by the glare 

of light" ("The Wnite Stuff" 22). He uses a discussion 

of paint colours to discuss race; the colour white 

symbolizes racial whiteness. By noting that the colour 

white is not absolute, Bhabha suggests that the racial 

designation is similarly also only "a paler shade of 

gray," He adds that "at the same time [whiteness] 

resembles what house painters cal1 a primer, a base 

colour that regulates all others, a n o m  that 

spectacularly or stealthily underlies powerful social 

values" ("The White Stuff" 24). Dyer also considers white 



as a symbolic hue in racial discourse. He notes the 

perception of "whiteness as neutrality" and the 

assumption that "white is no colour because it is al1 

colours" ( 4 7 ) .  Dyer adds that whiteness, like the colour 

white, is presumed to include al1 races or colours so 

that the foundation of its normality is misleading 

inclusiveness. He implies the unlikeliness of his own 

assertion, for while white may technically include al1 

other colours, in practice, white paint does not stay 

white if other colours are mixed in; Dyer implies that 

racial whiteness is similarly reliant on the exclusion of 

other colours. Bhabha and Dyer both suggest that white 

(like the whiteness it symbolizes) can be an invisible 

norm; in Bhabha's terms it is "stealthy," whereas in 

Dyer's it is "neutral." The "stealth" Bhabha observes is 

implicitly the result of the careful maintenance of the 

illusion of normativity. However, Bhabha also suggests 

that whiteness can be "spectacular" in its preservation 

of its own status. It can be remarkable, hyperbolic and 

deliberately accentuated. Bhabha's observation is 

consonant with the argument 1 make: colonial whiteness 

relied on its visibility for its authority, and this 

visibility persists even alongside the more stealthy 

transparency of contemporary whiteness. The liminal white 

characters 1 examine are thus "spectacular[ly]" white 



because their whitenesses allude to colonial stereotypes. 

But their whitenesses are olso depicted as excessive, 

even hyperbolic; they are no longer normative, but are 

instead disturbed and disturbing. Anomalous white 

characters oblige us to question the constitution of 

whiteness itself and the validity of assumptions that 

have been made about it. 

Writings about the colour "white" reveal other ways 

in which it can be spectacular. The curator's notes for 

an exhibit entitled "Whiteness and Wounds" (Power Plant, 

Toronto 1993) suggest symbolic possibilities which are 

linked with injury. Richard Rhodes writes about the way 

"meaning gathers round" the use of colour (1). He 

suggests that "whiteness-in materials like rubber, 

stainless steel, paint and paper-can signal delicacy, 

sickness and recovery" (1). He adds, in reference to an 

installation at the gallery featuring enameled strips and 

ax-handles propped aqainst a white wall in an area with a 

white-tiled floor, that 

[tlhe white enamel strips seemed like bandages, 

bindings for wounded, amputatcd tools. They leaned 

like invalids against the wall, raising thoughts 

about disabledness, care and recuperation. With 

their remote implication of destruction, the added 



whiteness read as prescription, a sedative. Lt was 

a call for rest and re-invention. (1) 

Through work like Rhodes', one can issue a call for the 

"reinvention" of whiteness studies-one that takes into 

account other cultural colour codings. Whiteness is thus 

also a hospital colour, the colour of bandages, bed linen 

and scarred skin. It conjures images of wartime 

amputation and destruction, or consumptive pallor. It 

suggests the possibility of "recovery." However, the 

associations which seem to lead away from whiteness's 

colonial history also lead back to it. Rhodes' comments 

on the nature of whiteness return us to Bhabha's 

observation that whiteness's integuments conceal 

"histories of trauma and terror" and "the violence it 

inflicts in the process of becoming a transparent and 

transcendent voice of authority" (Bhabha "The White 

Stuff" 21). The bandages and disabledness in Rhodes' 

analysis are whiteness's own history of violence turned 

on itself, so that whiteness is injured, even punished at 

its own hands. 

The above four categories of analysis (the 

misleading appearance of whiteness as blank, the 

flexibility of whiteness, white masculinity and the 

symbolic implications of the colour white) focus on the 



power of whiteness, but each category also implies that 

whiteness is no longer what it was. Lt has lost the 

power to make itself invisible, elastic, masculine or 

all-encompassing; it is no longer simply central or 

normative. But, and this is the fifth point 1 raise, some 

critics also aptly point out that within whiteness's 

integuments are individuals who have never been 

privileged in the first place. Thus another element 

concealed by the stereotype of whiteness is disadvantage. 

P.C. Wander, J.N. Martin and T. K. Nakayama consider how 

white poverty fails to fit in and so is ignored: 

[tlhe point is not that poor whites have it wors? 

(or better) than poor minorities, or that many 

privileqed whites are simply "lucky." At issue is 

the construction of "whiteness" as an elitist 

category. "Whiteness" as we have corne to think about 

it, not only lets millions of nonwhites fa11 through 

the cracks, but also millions of whites-men, women, 

and children-as well [sic] i 2 1 )  

The point is not that poor whites are different £rom 

other poor people, but that they are different £rom what 

is expected of whiteness. Their difference means that 

what is understood as "whiteness" does not account for 



them at all. Paradoxically, poor whiteness is as 

invisible as the normative, privileged kind. Annalee 

Newitz and Matthew Wray write that whiteness has already 

hidden its poor other within it: "'White trash' is, in 

many ways, the white Other" (Newitz and Wray 1 6 8 ) .  They 

suggest that "both liberal and conservative sociologists 

view poverty as a kind of sickness" (172). The othering 

of white trash within whiteness results in one kind of 

whiteness being treated as if it were a kind of 

blackness .5  Thus one can compare Frantz Fanon's 

description of European colonists' vision of black 

behaviour ("[ais for the Negroes, they have tremendous 

sexual powers [. . . ]  They copulate at al1 times" [1571) 

with the characteristics attributed to white trash 

("stereotypes of white trash and 'hillbillies' are 

replete with references to dangerous and excessive 

sexuality" [Newitz and Wray 1711). Like the racial other 

of colonial stereotypes, the white other is marginalised 

and scapegoated. 

The rnarginalising or scapegoating of whiteness 

becomes most problematic in efforts to defend whiteness 

because it is perceived as disadvantaged. George Yùdice 

observes that "the ultimate legitimizing move is the 

claim to oppression" ( 2 8 1 ) .  IO He asserts that white men 

sometimes make claims about their oppression in order to 



re-gain  s t a t u s .  Dyer i m p l i e s  t h a t  t h e  b i d  t o  d a i m  whi te  

opp re s s ion  is  e x c e s s i v e l y  d e f e n s i v e  when he i d e n t i f i e s  

" t h e  n o t i o n  o f  wh i t e  men, s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  a s  a  new v i c t i m  

group" ( 1 0 ) .  He n o t e s  t h e  p e r c e p t i o n  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  

"oppressed  by t h e  g i g a n t i c  s t r i d e s  t aken  by a f f i r m a t i v e  

a c t i o n  p o l i c i e s ,  c a n ' t  g e t  jobs ,  c a n ' t  keep women" (Dyer 

10). However, Dyer a l s o  s u g g e s t s  a  d i f f e r e n t  problem i n  

a n a l y s e s  o f  wh i t enes s  by wh i t e  people:  wh i t e  g u i l t .  He 

s u g g e s t s  t h a t  " [ o l n e  wants t o  acknowledge s o  much how 

awful  wh i t e  people  have been t h a t  one may never  g e t  round 

t o  exarnining what e x a c t l y  they  have been, and i n  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  how e x a c t l y  t h e i r  image h a s  been cons t ruc t ed ,  

i t s  c o m p l e x i t i e s  and c o n t r a d i c t i o n s "  (II). Debian Marty 

obse rves  t h a t  "much wh i t e  a n t i r a c i s t  r h e t o r i c  i r o n i c a l l y  

t a k e s  t h e  form of an  apo log ia ,  t h e  speech of s e l f -  

de fense"  ( 5 2 ) .  Sornetimes, then ,  whi teness  i s  no t  

r e a f f i r m e d  o r  r e c e n t r a l i s e d ;  it is  defended and 

apo log i sed  f o r .  

What is impl ied  by m a r g i n a l i s e d  whi teness  i n  

p o s t c o l o n i a l  f i c t i o n ?  My d i s s e r t a t i o n  w i l l  a d d r e s s  f o u r  

main p o i n t s .  F i r s t ,  whi teness  is p r e s e n t e d  a s  marg ina l  i n  

an a t t e m p t  t o  show t h e  e r o s i o n  of  d i s t i n c t i o n s  between 

e r s t w h i l e  c o l o n i s e r  and c o l o n i s e d .  Second, even when 



marginal in appearance, the flexibility of what is 

defined as "whiteness," combined with the rigidity of 

what is understood as the Briïish colonial çtereotype, 

allows for the reconstruction of a white, stereotypically 

British 2nd colonial, identity. Third, whiteness is 

presented as marginal in order co suggest not how it can 

become more indigenised or how it can be made to adhere 

to a stereotype, but rather how the British colonial 

stereotype already contains its other within it. Fourth, 

poor whiteness is presented as marginal or other within 

white society to show how the colonial rhetoric of racial 

difference has been imported into that of multinational 

capitalism. Each of these four points suqgests that the 

characterisation of whiteness as extreme indicates a 

critique of colonial stereotyping. Fictional renderings 

of excessive whiteness imply responses to whiteness's 

erstwhile invisibility, flexibility, and privilege that 

are analogous to those explored in whiteness theory. 

My project emphasizes the whiteness of characters 

who are also male, rather than the masculinity of white 

characters . " Whiteness and masculinity have, in the 

past, been conjoined as conditions of power (see Cornwall 

and Lindisfarne, above). 1 treat white masculinity in 

Australian, Canadian and New Zealand fiction in order to 



suggest how that doubly privileged position seems to have 

been especially marginalised (or doubly disadvantaged) . 

Sally Robinson writes that in America 

[wlhite masculinity most fully represents itself as 

victimized by inhabiting a wounded body, and such a 

move draws not only on the persuasive force of 

corporeal pain but also on an identity politics of 

the dominant. The logic through which the bodily 

substitutes for the political, and the individual 

for the social and institutional, reveals that the 

"marking" of whiteness and masculinity has already 

been functioning as a strategy through which white 

men negotiate the widespread critique of their power 

and privilege [ .  . . ]  the persistent representation 

of white male wounds and of a white masculinity 

under siege offers ample evidence of what is felt to 

be the rsal condition of masculinity in post- 

liberationist culture. (6) 

Robinson suggests (as does Yùdice) that the appearance of 

victimisation creates a misleadingly homogenous, 

disadvantaged "white masculinity" that uses its status as 

newly marginalised "visible minority" to drum up sympathy 

and reinforce the power that, arguably, it never really 



l o s t  i n  t h e  f i rs t  p l a c e .  Robinson observes  t h a t  t h e  

i n j u r e d  whi te  male body symbol izes  what are  " f e l t  t o  be" 

t h e  r e s u l t s  of whi te  male power and p r i v i l e g e  s o c i a l l y ,  

i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y  and, 1 would add, p o l i t i c a l l y .  The 

c h a r a c t e r s  1 examine a r e  wounded too .  They a r e  b r u i s e d ,  

s c a r r e d ,  bea ten ,  b u r n t  and c o n g e n i t a l l y  malformed. Where 

Robinson r e f e r s  t o  " p o s t - l i b e r a t i o n i s t  c u l t u r e "  ( a f t e r  

t h e  women's l i b e r a t i o n  movements o f  t h e  1960 ' s  and 

1 9 7 0 s ) ,  1 r e f e r  t o  p o s t c o l o n i a l  c u l t u r e .  Thus, where h e r  

f c c u s  is i n j u r e d  wh i t e  m a s c u l i n i t y ,  mine i s  i n j u r e d  

c o l o n i a l  whi teness  (which, a s  p e r  t h e  s t e r e o t y p e  1 

d e l i n e a t e  above, 1 am t a k i n g  t o  be  mascu l ine ) .  I n j u r e d  

wh i t e  m a s c u l i n i t y  has  s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  c o n n o t a t i o n s  i n  

a p o s t c o l o n i a l  c o n t e x t ,  for r a c i a l  g u i l t  t a k e s  precedence 

over  gender g u i l t .  I n j u r i e s  a r e  symbolic o f  t h e  

m a r g i n a l i s a t i o n  and v i c t i m i s a t i o n  of  whi te  m a s c u l i n i t y ,  

b u t  t h e y  a r e  e q u a l l y  symbol ic  o f  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  w h i t e  

mascul ine  i d e n t i t y  (and p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  

s t e r e o t y p e )  i n  a  settler colony.  Thus " u n s e t t l e d , "  

i n j u r e d  wh i t e  m a s c u l i n i t y  i n  f i c t i o n  from A u s t r a l i a ,  

Canada and N e w  Zealand a l s o  r e p r e s e n t s  i n j u r e d ,  even 

a b j e c t ,  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  o f  n a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t y .  1 will 

s u g g e s t  t h e  d i f f e r e n f  e x t e n t s  t o  which wounds r e p r e s e n t  

t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o r  a b j e c t i o n  o f  c e r t a i n  k inds  o f  

whi teness .  



The abject bears on both how individuals try to 

construct independent identities and how identities can 

be constructed from outside the self (the colonial other, 

for instance, could be described as the colonist's 

abject). "Abject" generally suggests that which has been 

cast off, rejected as inferior or vile, or degraded 

(OED). My use of "abject" also draws on Julia Kristeva's 

theoretical formulation. For the individual subject 

trying to construct his own identity, abjection is an 

experience." It is the horror and fear produced by not 

being able to control one's identity. Kristeva writes "1 

abject myself within the same motion through which '1' 

claim to establish myself" ( 3 ) .  Trying to establish 

"self" involves expelling and disavowing certain 

qualities or, as Kristeva vividly describes, taboo 

substances (vomit, excrement, urine, blood and mucus, for 

instance). To try to expel these thinqs ensures 

abjection. Al1 that the subject has tried to expel or 

rernove does not actually leave the self; instead, 

undesired qualities or substances come to light 

violently, suddenly and uncontrollably. Al1 that the 

subject has tried to imagine as other appears within the 

self. Kristeva writes that the abject "is experienced at 

the peak of its strength when [the] subject, weary of 

fruitlesç attempts to identify with something on the 



o u t s i d e ,  f i n d s  t h e  imposs ib le  w i th in ;  when it f i n d s  t h a t  

t h e  imposs ib le  c o n s t i t u t e s  i t s  v e r y  be ing ,  t h a t  it Is 

none o t h e r  t h a n  a b j e c t "  ( 5 )  . 
Kr i s t evan  a b j e c t i o n  prov ides ,  among o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  a 

v i v i d  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of  t h e  f a l l a c y  o f  c o l o n i a l  s e l f / o t h e r  

c o n s t r u c t i o n s :  a l 1  t h a t  t h e  c o l o n i s t  t r ies  t o  make o t h e r  

e r u p t s  £rom w i t h i n  t h e  c o l o n i s t  h imse l f .  Here is  ano the r  

i n s t a n c e  i n  which t h e  i n j u r y  of  whi te  men i n  a 

p o s t c o l o n i a l  c o n t e x t  has  d i f f e r e n t  i m p l i c a t i o n s  than  t h e  

i n j u r i e s  o f  t h e  American whi te  men Robinson examines. 

White p o s t c o l o n i a l  men may b e a r  wounds t h a t  s i g n i f y  t h e  

a b j e c t i o n  of c o l o n i a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  o f  whi teness ;  t h e i r  

i n j u r i e s  may sugges t  t h e  r e t u r n  of  q u a l i t i e s  a s c r i b e d  t o  

t h e  c o l o n i a l  o t h e r .  David S p u r r  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  i n  c o l o n i a l  

d i s c o u r s e  

t h e  p h y s i c a l  s u f f e r i n g  of  ind igenous  peoples can  be 

a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  t h e i r  moral  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  

deg rada t ion :  d i s e a s e ,  famine, s u p e r s t i t i o n ,  and 

barbarous  custcm a l 1  have t h e i r  o r i g i n  i n  t h e  da rk  

p r e c o l o n i a l  chaos .  C o l o n i a l  d i s c o u r s e  r e q u i r e s  t h e  

c o n s t a n t  r ep roduc t ion  o f  t h e s e  images-a r e c u r r i n g  

nomination o f  t h e  abject-both a s  a j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  

European i n t e r v e n t i o n  and a s  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  i t e r a t i o n  



of a fundamental difference between colonizer and 

colonized. [my emphasis] ( S p u r r  77-78) 

In order tu bolster their superiority, colonists 

~mphasised the difference between themselves and 

indigenous peoples, making indigenous peoples seem as 

abject as possible. Spurr refers to Kristeva's 

formulation of the abject in order to show how the 

rhetorical construction of the other is based on locating 

abject qualities outside the self. The "recurring 

nomination of the abject" preserves the illusion of the 

'whole' colonising self, the self divested of "disease, 

famine, superstition and barbarous custom." White 

nominates black as abject in order  to preserve the 

homogeneity and purity of whiteness. The abject escapes 

its ~oundaries and resurfaces in fractursd and impure 

whiteness. 

Kristeva and S p u r r  emphasise the physicality of the 

abject as something which exceeds boundaries, control and 

even language. Vomit, for instance, is abject because 

there is something indescribable about the process of 

vomiting. Kristeva writes of the abject as "[tjhe 

symptom: a language that gives up, a structure within the 

body, a non-assimilable alien, a monster, a tumor, a 

cancer" (11). When confronting the abject, "language 



gives up." The embodiment of the abject in fictional 

characters may be a way of expressing a national 

abjection which language is incapable of describinq. 

Significantly, each of the injured white male characters 

on which 1 focus has trouble communicating. For these 

characters, injury and abjection (national or otherwise) 

represent experiences outside of lanquaqe; their bodies 

are explanations wnere they are inarticulate. 

1 approach examples of unsettled whiteness bearinq 

in mind the possibilities opened up by the notion of the 

abject in combination with colonial discourse 

(particularly the stereotype of the British colonist) and 

current whiteness studies. Diseased white men can embody 

a punitive national/racial abjection. They can represent 

the collapse of exclusionary binary cateqories of black 

and white, or whiteness that has collapsed in on itself, 

possibly after making itself il1 with its own historical 

excesses. Destruction of the stereotype of the British 

colonist can be fictionalised as disability. Disability, 

in turn, can signal the anomalous, or that which does not 

fit Our understanding of "normal" identity; it can 

indicate whiteness's failure to acknowledge the different 

things that constitute whiteness or even the fallacy of a 

notion of "whiteness" in the first place (what, after 



all, is "whiteness" if skin appears bruised, burnt, 

bloody and wealed with livid scars?) 

Thus representations of postcolonial "whiteness" 

abound with historical (colonial) significance as well as 

with conternporary tensions between what have been 

invisible norms and are now seen as problerns. Whiteness 

also has symbolic value; it connotes violence (as Rhodes 

would suggest) and, strikinglÿ oftsn, it appears injured, 

even abjecc. It is presented as if victimised, and yet it 

s t i l l  enjoys power. By combining recent whiteness studies 

from Arnerica or Britain with studies of colonial 

discourse or postcolonislism, the stubborn binary 

relations of black/white, or colonised/colonist can be 

surpassed. Investigating whiteness does not only rnean 

interrogating how it constructs itself in relation to 

blackness; it rneans interrogating how it constructs 

itself in relation to vniteness. How do different 

versions of postcolonial settler whiteness construct 

themselves in response to obdurate stereotypes, invisible 

conternporarÿ norrns, symbolic associations, and damning 

critiques? How can we examine these whitenesses? 

Emily Apter suggests the need to dismantle the 

binaries lurking within postcolaniality and to develop 

new, less stolid means of analysis. She expresses her 

frustration with "postcolonial theory's resistance to 



injecting itself with contemporaneity" (213). She writes 

that her "objective has been to avoid some of the 

particularist mantras and truisms calcifying inside the 

rhetoric of 'difference' while at the same time taking 

seriously diff3rent  categories of thinking colonial 

subjectivity" ( 4 - 5 ) .  She suggests that postcolonialism 

has focused on colonialism's other and does not consider 

what is evolving ac the "white" European centres of 

former colonial empires. She calls for the recognition 

of negotiations of national identity and "difference" 

(like those often dealt with in postcolonial theory) 

w i t n i n  European nations in the twentieth- and twenty- 

f irst-centuries ( 1) . 

My project is similar to Apter's; 1 too am 

interested in using postcolonial theory to examine 

constellations of national, cultural and racial 

influences. 1 consider "different categories" of analysis 

by combining different theoretical approaches: this 

project uses postcclonial theory and whiteness theory 

together in order to suggest what can be added to 

colonial and postcolonial "categories." Ey combining 

these approaches, 1 too hope to avoid the "particularist 

mantras and truisms calcifying inside the rhetoric of 

'difference'." Unlike Apter, who focuses primarily on 

contemporary constructions of alterity within France, 1 



argue that new categories of postcolonial analysis are 

required to expose whiteness-the(post)colonial "self" 

rather than its "otherm-as fraught with contradictions in 

settler colonies. 

In each chapter, 1 deal with a single literary text 

and a single protagonist. 1 focus on Simon in Keri 

Hulme's The Bons People (New Zealand), the patient in 

Michael Ondaat j e '  s The English Patient (Canada) , Gemmy in 

David Malouf ' s Rsmsmbsring Babylon (Australia) , and 

Tristan in Peter Carey's The Unusual L i f e  o f  Tr i s tan  

Smich (Australia) . All four characters ref lect the 

auçhors' attempts to work out the implications of 

postcolonial whiteness. They are also al1 part of 

identity debates in which these four authors have engaged 

throughout their respective careers. 

Hulme, for instance, has often considered the place 

of the Pakeha in what she envisions as a predominantly 

Maori world. In The S i l ences  Bettreen (Moeraki 

Conversations),  her poetry revises and embellishes Maori 

stories. She also writes of difference and integration, 

often striving to integrate her own part-whiteness into 

Maoriness : 

I'm the cripple in the Company of runners; 



to me, pale and bluegrey-eyed, 

skin like a ghost, eyes like stones; 

to me, always the manuhiri when away from home- 

the wceping rings louder than the greeting. 

("Silence . . . on another marae" 26) 

Hulme is preoccupied with the fictional white child, 

Simon, and the violent and dissipated Pakeha history 

which she associates with him. His exaggerated whiteness 

and injury are the topics of the poem "He noemoea" and 

the short story "A Drift in Dream" ( T e  Kaihau: The 

Windeater )  . In "He moemoea," Simon's whiteness seerns to 

be an extension of Hulme's own. In "A Drift in Dream" it 

has becorne excessive, injured and silenced. The beaten, 

bruised and preternaturally white Simon in the story is 

identical with the one in The Bone People. The story 

provides background about Simon (for instance, we find 

out about his drug-dealing parents). Hulme's use of Simon 

in the poem, novel and story suggests that the image of 

the beaten Pakeha child has implications which Hulme 

finds significant enough to continue exploring at 

different stages in her writing career. In The Bons 

People, Hulme presents her rnost sustained and elaborate 

portrait of the child and his whiteness as well as of the 

graphic and troubling violence to which he is subject. 



The a l l e g o r i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  whi teness  i n  Maori N e w  

Zealand a r e  a l s o  more e v i d e n t  i n  Hulme's novel  t h a n  i n  

b e r  o t h e r  w r i t i n g s .  

Ondaat je  has no t  used a c h a r a c t e r  l i k e  t h e  Engl i sh  

p a t i e n t  e lsewhere,  a l though he observes  t h a t  

[ t]  h e r e ' s  a  scene  i n  In The Sk in  o f  a Lion where 

Ambrose d i e s ,  i t ' s  o n l y  about  h a l f  a  paragraph long, 

and perhaps t h a t  is r e a l l y  t h e  germ f o r  The Engl ish 

P a t i e n t ' s  p l o t  i n  one h a l f  page. 1 j u s t  r e c e n t l y  

r e a l i z e d  t h a t  each book is  a  r e -wr i t i ng  of what you 

d i d n ' t  q u i t e  g e t  t o  i n  t h e  prev ious  book. (Dafoe 4 )  

The Engl i sh  Patient uses  In The Sk in  o f  a L ion ' s  

Caravaggio and Hana, b u t  i n v e s t i g a t e s  t h e i r  n a t i o n a l  

i d e n t i t i e s  i n  t h e  s h i f t i n g  c o n t e x t  of  an i n t e r n a t i o n a l  

war se t  i n  Europe r a t h e r  t han  i n  t h a t  of  Canada and 

European immigration.  The p a t i e n t ' s  l ove  o f  j azz  a l s o  

reminds us  of Coming Through S laughter .  However, i n  h i s  

Enql i sh  p a t i e n t ,  Ondaat je  a d d r e s s e s  a s p e c i f i c a l l y  

Eng l i sh  and c o l o n i a l  legacy,  one t h a t  i s  perhaps a l s o  

persona1  (having himself  been born  i n  a  former B r i t i s h  

co lony  and educated p a r t l y  i n  B r i t a i n )  . The Engl ish 

Pa t i en t  d e s c r i b e s  problems i n  how Engl i sh  o r  c o l o n i a l  

i d e n t i t y  is perce ived  by "ou t s ide r sm- these  a r e  problems 



which Ondaatje "didn't quite qet to" in his 

autobiographical Running i n  th? Family. The Engl i sh  

Pa t i ên t  offers Ondaatje's most sustained discussion of 

what "Engiishness" might be, and how little it actually 

has to do with white skin. 

M. D. Fletcher writes that Malouf and Carey 

continue to challenge traditional stereotypes of 

Australian cultural and political identity. 

Reworking old themes, such as the implications of 

the hostile Australian landscape and Australian race 

(and ethnic) relations, they raise questions about 

courage and comrnunity, fear and isolation. By adding 

overtly (formal and informal) political dimensions 

to their fictions, they comment specifically on the 

problems and possibilities for Australian political 

identity. (183) 

Malouf's concern with the relationship between national 

identity (particularly for individuals exiled £rom 

"home") and language is the focus of An Imaginary L i f e .  

His effort to challenge stereotypes of white Australian 

identity manif ests itself in The Conversat ions a t Curlow 

Creek and his autobiogrcphical 12 Edmonstone S t r e e t  as 

well as in collections of stories like Antipodes.  Both 



Malouf and Carey reinvent a (white) mythology for 

Australia. Malouf does so more explicitly in Remembering 

Babylon than elsewhere in his corpus. Gemmy becomes part 

of a foundation myth and of a reworking of the Eliza 

Fraser story. Rsmembering Babylon is also unusual among 

Malouf's writings for invoking Aboriginal Australia and 

the response of British settlers to an alien country 

which is not, as they might hope, tsrra nullius. 

Remembering Sabylon invokes bath the idea of exile and 

the question of what white Australianness can become. 

Carey has considered whit? Australian identity in 

revisionist histories of British settlement in Jack 

Maggs, Oscar and Lucinda and, most r e c e n t l y ,  the True 

History of the K d l y  Gang. He also examines white 

Australianness in relation to the "ethnic" questions to 

which Fletcher refers. For instance, Carey considers the 

history of Chinese immigration to Australia in his 

characterisation of Goon Tse Ying in Illywhacker. The 

Unusual L i f e  of Tristan Smith deals with national 

identity and the place of whiteness in a speculative 

context. Questions of national identity that are common 

in his other works become paramounts in this novel, more 

than elsewhere in his writings, the issues Carey raises 

supersede a specifically Australian context and allow one 



t o  a s k  no t  j u s t  "what i s  t h e  p l a c e  of  whi teness  i n  

A u s t r a l i a ? "  b u t  "what i s  t h e  p l a c e  of  whi teness?" .  

Hulme's Simon, O n d a a t j e ' s  Eng l i sh  p a t i e n t ,  Molouf 's  

Gemmy and C a r e y ' s  T r i s t a n  a r e  wh i t e  skinned ( a l t hough  

Gemmy and t h e  Eng l i sh  p a t i e n t  a r e  b u r n t  dark ,  t h e  former 

by Sun, t h e  l a t t e r  by f i r e ) .  Simon and T r i s t a n  have v e r y  

blond hair- the p a t i e n t ' s  is sandy and Gemmy's is l i k e  

s t raw.  T r i s t a n  even has  blond eyes  ( t h e y  a r e  wh i t e  

s t r i p e d  by g o l d ) .  Simon's eyes  a r e  "seabluegreen ,"  

Gemmy's a r e  "milky," t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  a r e  g rey .  The 

whi teness  of each is dwel t  upon and emphasised, a s  a r e  

t h e  f a c t o r s  which d e t r a c t  £rom i t .  Simon i s  bea t en  u n t i l  

covered with i n f e c t e d  gashes  and da rk  b r u i s e s .  

Eventua l ly  he has  h i s  head bashed i n .  The E n g l i s h  

p a t i e n t ' s  burns a r e  s e v e r e  enough t h a t  he  i s  d e s c r i b e d  a s  

more like carbon than  a  human beinq.  He has  no face l e f t  

t o  i d e n t i f y  and h i s  s k i n  is covered by a p r o t e c t i v e  

t a n n i c  a c i d  s h e l l .  He cannot  move. Gemmy l imps .  He h a s  an 

i l l - d e f i n e d  ma la i se  produced by l i v i n g  i n  t h e  E r i t i s h  

colony. H e  i s  n e i t h e r  b l a c k  nor  whi te .  T r i s t a n  is  

deforrned, H i s  mouth is i l l - s h a p e d  and he d r o o l s .  His 

l egs  are not  f u n c t i o n a l  (when he s t a n d s ,  he stands on t h e  

s i d e s  o f  h i s  a n k l e s ) .  People a r e  a p p a l l e d  by h i s  

appearance.  Each o f  t h e  f o u r  is h e a v i l y  s c a r r e d ,  e i t h e r  

by v io l ence  (Simon, Gemmy) , a c c i d e n t  ( t h e  p a t i e n t )  , o r  



surgery (Tristan). Their physical disabilities make each 

seem less white; they become something other than white, 

or even one of whiteness's others. Three of the four 

(Simon, Gemmy, Tristan) are additionally marginalised by 

their inability to communicate effectively in English. 

The fact that the patient can speak English misleads 

other characters into thinking that he is English. In his 

case, language includes him when he might otherwise have 

been excluded; in the case of the other three, lack of 

facility with language excludes them when they might 

otherwise have been included. For each of rhe fcur, lack 

of facility with ianguage means that, as 1 observe above, 

their injured bodies become even more important: their 

bodies communicate what their wcrds cannot. 

The first three chapters (on Simon, the English 

patient and Gemmy) respond to critics's tendency to avoid 

discussions cf whiteness in these novels. 1 suggest that 

focusing on the unsettling whiteness of the protagonists 

alters readings of each text. Typical readings insist on 

the significance of alterity and the role these ambiguous 

characters play in the erosion of difference. Analyses of 

Simon, the patient and Gemmy have often been clouded by 

efforts to see them as indigenised, blank or "black." The 

three have been considered as figures for cultural 

reconciliation, the meaninglessness of nation and 



appropriation respectively. 1 argue that their whitenesç 

is not necessarily concerned with relations between these 

characters as (white) "selves" and other characters as 

(black) "others," but rather with the meaning of 

whiteness. My chapter on Carey does not respond as 

explicitly to critical debates (in part because there is 

less pertinent criticism available) . Thus 1 treat 

Tristan less in the context of critical lacunae and more 

in that of theoretical ones; his whiteness unsettles the 

historical preoccupations of postcolonial studies by 

introducing the symptoms of neo-colonialism. 

Obviously, this project relies on the assumption of 

certain paradigmatic similarities among Australian, 

Canadian and New Zealand fictions. bIy focus on whitsness 

and its peculiar reconstruction relies on these 

countries's similar settler histories. What will become 

clearer in each of my chapters is the significance of 

regional differences and contextual differences in the 

novels themselves. For instance, 1 discuss how Australia, 

New Zealand and Carey's fictional Voorstand each has 

foundation myths which either subtend or contradict 

constructions of whiteness. Ondaatje, however, presents 

characters who are pointedly dieorced from national 

contzxts and foundation myths, thus raising questions 

about the seemingly inexorable white British colonial 



s t e re~ type  and how it t a k e s  on i t s  own quas i -mythologica l  

s i g n i f i c a n c e .  

My c h a p t e r s  a r e  o rgan i sed  s o  a s  t o  p r e s e n t  t h e  most 

t y p i c a l l y  p o s t c o l o n i a l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  of whi teness  f i r s t ,  

fol lowed by t h o s e  t h a t  a r e  more e l u s i v e  and unexpected.  

By " t y p i c a l l y  p o s t c o l o n i a l , "  1 mean c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  of 

t h e  l i n g e r i n g  e f f e c t s  of a  c o l o n i s a t i o n  t h a t  has  

t s c h n i c a l l y  ended ( a s  i n  T h 2  Bone People) or  t h e  

l i n g e r i n g  effects of c o l o n i a l  r h e t o r i c  ( a s  i n  T h e  Eng l i sn  

Pa t i s n t )  . bIore nuanced, Less " t y p i c a l l y "  p o s t c o l o n i a l  

issues a r i s e  i n  t h e  r e - i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of t h e  p l a c e  of  

w h i t e  A u s t r a l i a n  set t lers  i n  c o l o n i a l  h i s t o r y  

(Rsmsnibering Babylon) , and t h e  c r e a t i o n  of s p e c u l a t i v e  

empires  which sugges t  neo-colonial  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  of 

p r i v i l e g e d  whi teness  and i ~ s  less p r i v i l e g e d  ( though 

o f t e n  s t i l l  wh i t e )  o t h e r s  ( T h e  Unusual L i f s  o f  T r i s t a n  

S m i t h ) .  Thus 1 s t a r t  wi th  Hulme's nove l  (se t  i n  N e w  

Zealand i n  t h e  1980s)  and cons ide r  its focus  on Maori- 

Pakeha ( w h i t e )  r e l a t i o n s  and Simon, a  Pakeha boy i n  a 

Maori f o s t e r  home. 1 fo l low w i t h  Ondaatjers novel  (set i n  

I t a l y  i n  t h e  1940s, b u t  drawing e x t e n s i v e l y  on pre-World 

War II e x p l o r a t i o n  of  t h e  d e s e r t  near  C a i r o ) ,  i t s  

p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  d i s p l a c e d  by t h e  war and i ts  

r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  b u r n t  man a s  a  s t e r e o t y p i c a l l y  

"Engl ish"  p a t i e n t .  My t h i r d  chap te r  is  on Malouf 's  nove l  



(set  i n  Queensland i n  t h e  mid-nineteenth c e n t u r y )  and 

c o n s i d e r s  i ts  r e v i s i t i n g  o f  B r i t i s h  settler l i f e ,  

f ocus ing  on Gemmy, a B r i t i s h  orphan r a i s e d  by a b o r i g i n e s .  

My f o u r t h  c h a p t s r  c o n s i d e r s  C a r e y ' s  novel  a s  s p e c u l a t i v e  

f i c t i o n  set p a r t l y  i n  c o l o n i s e d  E f i c a  and p a r t l y  i n  

Voorstand, t h e  i m p e r i a l  c e n t r e ,  i t s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  a  

c o l o n i a l  predicament  which m i m i c s  neo-co lon ia l  i n f l u e n c e s  

i n  modern A u s t r a l i a  and i t s  focus  on T r i s t a n ,  a  

p h y s i c a l l y  handicapped Ef i can .  

A l l  f ou r  of t h e  t e x t s  1 examine make wh i t enes s  

p e c u l i a r ,  n o t i c e a b l e  o r  s p e c t a c u l a r  i n  some way (and  s o  

develop i n  f i c t i o n  t h e  i s s u e s  r a i s e d  by Bhabha, Chambers 

and Dyer r ega rd ing  t h e  need t o  r e d r e s s  t h e  assumption 

t h a t  "white" i s  normal, i n v i s i b l e  o r  t r a n s p a r e n t ) .  A l 1  

f o u r  nove ls  invoke c o l o n i a l  h i s t o r i e s  o f  what Bhabha 

r e f e r s  t o  a s  "trauma and t e r r o r . "  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  i n  each  

c a s e  t h e  symbolic v a l u e  o f  "whiteness" is, a s  Dyer and 

Rhodes sugges t ,  l i n k e d  w i t h  p e r c e p t i o n s  of wh i t e  s k i n ;  

t h e  b r u i s i n g ,  r u p t u r i n g ,  b lackening,  s c a r r i n g ,  

d i s t o r t i n g ,  o r  even e x c e s s i v e  whi teness  o f  wh i t e  s k i n  

i m p l i e s  t h a t  t h e  symbol ic  q u a l i t i e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  it 

a r e  a l s o  d i s r u p t e d ;  t h e  p r i v i l e g e d  p o s i t i o n  accorded even 

symbolic r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ç  is u n s e t t l e d ,  I n  each  o f  t h e  

f o u r  t s x t s ,  wh i t enes s  and m a s c u l i n i t y  are con jo ined  as 

Cornwall and L i n d i s f a r n e  and Mosse sugges t ,  b u t  i n j u r y  



and abjection also undermine the privileges enjoyed by 

white men in "the implicit masculization of power" 

(Cornwall and Lindisfarne 20) . 

In Chapter One, "White Whipping Boy," 1 suggest that 

Simon's whiteness is both spectacular and peculiar, but 

that while, like Chambers and Dyer, Hulme does make 

whiteness visible, she does not do so to reveal its inner 

workings. Unlike Bhabha, she does not investigate the 

histories of trauma and terror associated with whiteness 

or unveil the mechanisms of its power. Instead she 

presents whiteness's history of trauma and terror in a 

postcolonial allegory. She invokes Pakeha violence (and, 

like Rhodes, suggests that whiteness is inherently 

violent), but does so in order to re-examine Maoriness. 

Hulme attempts to renew traditional Maori identity vis-a- 

vis Pakeha colonialism. She implies that this 

revivification requires that whiteness be punished. 

Simon's marginal whiteness is often taken ta embody a 

reconciliation between Maori and Pakeha; 1 argue instead 

that Hulme's desire for what Apter would cal1 a typically 

postcolonial "'reall ernancipatory [subject], imbued with 

a sense of indigenous identity" precluaes her 

reconsideration (or revaluation) of whiteness in favor of 

celebrating Maoriness (214). Simon becomes the whiteness 



a b j e c t e d  from t h e  renewed Maoriness of  t h e  N e w  Zealand 

Hulme e n v i s i o n s .  

I n  Chapter  Two, "The ' E n g l i s h '  P a t i e n t , "  1 use 

Mosse's  d e s c r i p t i o n s  of  w h i t e  mascu l in i ty  t o  suggest t h a t  

t h e  p a t i e n t  Fs i d e a l i s e d  a s  w h i t e  and male, o r  even a s  i f  

he were a p i e c e  of sculpture. Despi te  m a n i f e s t l y  

blackened s k i n ,  t h e  p a t i e n t  is perce ived  a s  whi te ;  

whi teness  is, as  Chambers s u g g e s t s ,  normative.  A s  Gilman 

argues ,  c e r t a i n  a t t r i b u t e s  can make one seem w h i t e ;  a s  

Dyer s i m i l a r l y  suggests, r h e t o r i c a l  t r o p e s  and h a b i t s  of 

pe rcep t ion  shape ou r  unders tanding of who is white.  And 

y e t  t h e  p a t i e n t  is both pe rce ived  a s  whi te  and unders tood 

a s  s t e r e o t y p i c a l l y  English. Even though he is marginal  

i n  appearance,  t h e  f l e x i b i l i t y  of what i s  d e f i n e d  a s  

"whiteness" and t h e  rigidity of what is understood a s  t h e  

B r i t i s h / E n g l i s h  c o l o n i a l  stereotype a l low f o r  t h e  

r e c o n s t r u c t i a n  of  t h e  p a t i e n t  a s  i f  he  were t h e  

s t e r e o t y p i c a l  Engl i sh  c o l o n i s t .  Ondaat je  sugges t s  t h a t  

t h e  E n g l i s h  c o l o n i a l  stereotype iç t r a n s f e r a b l e :  i t  can 

include (and  concea l )  anomalous whiteness. The patient's 

i n j u r y  does no t  s i g n a l  a b j e c t i o n  because,  i n s t e a d  of 

be ing  p a r t  of  a p roces s  of exc lus ion ,  it shows how 

undes i red  q u a l i t i e s  can b e  embraced and inc luded  i n  o r d e r  

t o  reshape  them. 



I n  Chapter  Three,  "Muddy Margins," 1 suqgest t h a t  

anomalous forms a f  whi teness  hidden w i t h i n  t h e  s t e r e o t y p e  

of t h e  B r i t i s h  c o l o n i s t  a r e  exposed. J u s t  as  Bhabha 

sugges t s  t h a t  l ook ing  w i t h i n  t h e  in teguments  of whi teness  

w i l l  r e v e a l  its d i s p a r a t e  e lements ,  looking w i t h i n  

Gemmyfs whi teness  r e v e a l s  t h e  d i s p a r a t e  h i s t o r i e s  and 

d i s t i n c t i o n s  concea led  by t h e  c o l o n i a l  s t e r e o t y p e .  Gemmy 

is " t h e  black white man," bu t  h i s  "blackness" i n d i c a t e s  

t h e  o t h e r  w i t h i n  whi teness  r a t h e r  than  a b o r i g i n a l i t y .  The  

sett lers want t o  s e e  hirn a s  o t h e r ,  and y e t  he i s  

uncanni ly  f a m i l i a r .  Gemmy i s  o t h e r e d  by h i s  class a s  well 

as by h i s  appearance.  He is  a poor whi te  man, even 

poorer than t h e  group of Queensland sett lers i n  whose 

mids t  he f i n d s  himself  i n  t h e  mid-nineteenth c e n t u r y .  H e  

i s  t h e  c o l o n i a l  e q u i v a l e n t  of what  Newitz and Wray r e f e r  

t o  a s  "whi te  t r a s h " :  wh i t e  and y e t  n o t  a c c e p t a b l e  a s  

whi te .  The whi t e  se t t lers  t r y  no t  t o  r e c o g n i s e  themselves 

i n  Gemrny; t h e y  see him as  a b j e c t ,  but Malouf implies t h a t  

t h e y  themselves  a r e  a b j e c t e d  from t h e  c o l o n i a l  s t e r e o t y p e  

they s t i l l  t r y  to c e l e b r a t e .  

I n  my f o u r t h  c h a p t e r ,  "Whiteness i n  D i sgu i se , "  I 

sugges t  how t h e  o t h e r  w i t h i n  wh i t enes s  f u n c t i o n s  i n  neo- 

c o l o n i a l  r h e t o r i c .  Th i s  c h a p t e r  b r i n g s  u s  back  t o  t h e  

r i g i d  whi teness  env i s ioned  by Hulme, deployed by 

O n d a a t j e ' s  p a t i e n t  and c r i t i q u e d  by Malouf. I n  The 



Unusual  L i f ?  of T r i s t a n  Smith, Tristan is c l e a r l y  

desc r ibed  as Voors tand ' s  o t h e r ,  and a s  i t s  n a t i o n a l  

a b j e c t .  A s  E f i can ,  he ernbodies t h a t  which Voorstand has  

t r i e d  t o  expel .  Carey s h i f t s  t h e  f a m i l i a r  c o l o n i a l  

r h e t o r i c  o f  s e l f / o t h e r  and c o l o n i s e r / c o l o n i s e d  i n t o  

d i s c o u r s e s  of m u l t i - n a t i o n a l  c a p i t a l i s m .  Thus  he 

d e s c r i b e s  a neo-colonialisrn which i s  based on c u l t u r a l  

and economic e x p l o i t a t i o n  and whose r h e t o r i c  marks i t s  

o t h e r  as "white  t r a s h . "  "White t r a s h , "  a s  d e s c r i b e d  by 

Newitz and Wray o r  Makayama and Mart in ,  r e p l a c e s  

"blackness" i n  a new k i n d  of c o l o n i a l  r h e t o r i c .  I n  The 

Unusual L i f s  of Tristan Smith, class  and c u l t u r e  become 

raced.  

My i n t e n t  i n  t h e s e  c h a p t e r s  is Co show how whi teness  

redefines i t s e l f  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  stereotypes of whi teness ;  

i t  becomes a parody of i t s e l f  and y e t  i t  aLso t r ies  t o  

develop beyond i t s  own boundar ies  and l i m i t s .  My main 

argument is t h a t  i n j u r e d  wh i t e  men i n  p o s t c o l o n i a l  

f i c t i o n  f r o m  f o r m e r  set t ler  c o l o n i e s  r e p r e s e n t  e f f o r t s  t o  

deal with both t h e  l e g a c y  of  c o l o n i a l i s m  and w h i t e n e s s ' s  

new i m p l i c a t i o n s ,  The extreme whi teness  of  c h a r a c t e r s  and 

t h e  wounds t h e y  s u f f e r  s u g g e s t  t h e  embodiment of 

whi teness  Iboth c o l o n i a l  and conternporary) and i ts  

r a d i c a l  r e s t r u c t u r i n g .  



In "The Economy of Manichean Allegory," Abdul 

JanMohamed writes of the polarities produced by colonial 

discourse: "the manichean allegory Lis] a field of 

diverse yet interchangeable oppositions between white and 

black, good and evil, superiority and inferiority, 

civilization and savagery, intelligence and emotion, 

rationality ar~d sensuality, self and Other, sub ject and 

object" ( 8 2 ) .  

In "settler colonies" like Australia, Canada and New 

Zealand, white settlers occupied an ambivalent position. 

Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin 

emphasise "the problem of establishing their 

'indigeneity' and distinguishing it from their continuing 

sense of their European inheritance" (Empire Writss Back 

135). 

' Ashcroft, Griffiths and T i f f i n  write "'[plost- 

colonialisml postcolonialism' is now used in wide and 

diverse ways to include the study and analysis of 

European territorial conquests, the various institutions 

of European colonialisms, the discursive operations of 

empire, the subtleties of subject construction in 

colonial discourse and the resistance of those subjects, 

and, most importantly perhaps, the differing responses to 



such i n c u r s i o n s  and t h e i r  contemporary c o l o n i a l  l e g a c i s s "  

(Kêy Concepts 187)  . 

South Af r i can  r a c e  laws a r e  an obvious excep t ion  t o  

t h i s  a s s e r t i o n ,  though i t  is  beyond t h e  scope of my 

p r o j e c t  t o  examine them he re .  

4 E n g l i s h / B r i t i s h  co lon ia l i sm,  i t s  r a c i a l  d i s c o u r s e  and 

i ts  legacy  i n  p o s t c o l o n i a l  settler f i c t i o n  a r e  my focus  

i n  t h i s  p r o j e c t .  I n  t h e  r eg ions  1 c o n s i d e r ,  B r i t i s h  

c o l o n i a l  s e t t l e m e n t  was predominant (and t h e  f i c t i o n  1 

refer t o  bears t h i s  o u t ) .  For i n s t a n c e ,  Price writes 

t h a t  " t h e  e t h n i c  composi t ion o f "  n ine t een th -cen tu rÿ  

A u s t r a l i a ,  Canada and N e w  Zealünd "was much t h e  same": 

l a r g e l y  B r i t i s h  (16). 

P a t r i c k  Will iams observes  " t h a t  S a i d  and those  cr i t ics  

who have fol lowed him, such a s  JanMohamed and Homi 

Bhabha, have l o c a t e d  t h e  s t e r e o t y p e  a s  perhaps t h e  

p r i n c i p a l  mechanism i n  i d e o l o g i e s  o f  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  and 

domination a t  work i n  colonial isrn"  ( 4 8 1 ) .  Will iams, 

Said,  JanMohamed and Bhabha have tended  t o  focus  on 

c o l o n i a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  of  a s t e r e o t y p e  of  t h e  co lon i sed  

o t h e r .  However, Ba r t  Moore-Gilbert summarises Bhabha t o  

sugges t  t h a t  t h e  " s t e r e o t y p e  r e q u i r e s  t h e  c o l o n i z e r  t o  

i d e n t i f y  h imse l f  i n  tems of what h e  is not" (117)- I n  

o t h e r  words, t h e  c o l o n i s e r  must d e f i n e  himself  a g a i n s t  



t h e  c a t e g o r i c a l  a n d  a b s o l u t i s t  d e f i n i t i o n s  he  has  imposed 

on h i s  o t h e r .  " S t e r e o t y p e "  ough t  n o t  t o  imply  o n l y  " b l a c k  

o t h e r " ;  i f  t h e  c o l o n i s e r  c r e a t e s  a  s t e r e o t y p e  o f  t h e  

c o l o n i s e d ,  h e  i d e n t i f i e s  h i m s e l f  by c r e a t i n g  a n  e q u a l l y  

p r o b l e m a t i c  s t e r e o t y p e  o f  h i m s e l f  a s  c o l o n i s e r .  I f  h e  

p r e s e n t s  h i s  o t h e r  a s  b l a c k  and u g l y ,  he p r e s e n t s  h i m s e l f  

a s  w h i t e  and b e a u t i f u l .  (Helen K a n i t k a r  d e s c r i b e s  how 

w h i t e  B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  i d e a l s  were marke ted  t o  boys i n  

Boy's Own a n n u a l s  ["Real  True  Boys: Moulding t h e  C a d e t s  

o f  I m p e r i a l i s m "  i n  Cornwal l  and L i n d i s f a r n e ] . )  

" A s h c r o f t ,  G r i f f i t h s  and T i f f i n  p r o v i d e  a  u s e f u l  

d e f i n i t i o n  o f  " t h e  Other" :  "The Other-with t h e  c a p i t a l  

'Ot-has been  c a l l e d  t h e  grande-autre by Lacan, t h e  g r e a t  

Other ,  i n  whose e y e s  t h e  s u b j e c t  g a i n s  i d e n t i t y .  The 

Symbolic O t h e r  is n o t  a  r e a l  i n t e r l o c u t o r  b u t  can  b e  

embodied by o t h e r  subjects [ .  . . ]  The O t h e r  c a n  be  

compared t o  t h e  i m p e r i a l  c e n t r e ,  i m p e r i a l  d i s c o u r s e ,  o r  

t h e  empi re  i t s e l f ,  i n  two ways: f i r s t l y ,  i t  p r o v i d e s  t h e  

terms i n  which t h e  c o l o n i z e d  s u b j e c t  g a i n s  a  s e n s e  o f  h i s  

o r  h e r  i d e n t i t y  a s  somehow ' o t h e r ' ,  dependen t ;  s e c o n d l y ,  

it becomes t h e  ' a b s o l u t e  p o l e  o f  a d d r e s s l ,  t h e  

i d e o l o g i c a l  framework i n  which t h e  c o l o n i z e d  s u b j e c t  may 

corne t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  world" ( K e y  Concspts 1 7 0 ) .  P e t e r  

Brooker writec t h a t  t h e  Lacan ian  O t h e r  is a "symbol ic  



place" (156). 1 w i l l  use "o the r "  rather than  "Other" ta 

suqgest that white others, for instance, are "direct 

interlocutors"; though they have symbolic connotations, 

they are also more tangible t h a n  the symbolic "places" of 

Lacanian discourse. 
- 
Consider, for example, the emphasis on masculinity in 

chese three prominent scudies of whiteness: Fred Pfeil's 

Whits Guys (as the title suggests, focuses on whiteness 

and masculinity) , Ruth Frankenberg ' s Disp lac ing  Whiteness 

Iessays on whi ts  men, or wornen of colour), and Mike 

Hill's W h i t s  (21 cssays: 9 explicitly on white 

rnascul ini  ty) . 
' Gilrnan also acknowledges modern stereotypes of white 
masculinity and their debt to the symmetries and 

a l a b a s t e r  purity of Greek sculpture (144-156). 

Ashcroft, Griffith and Tiffin w r i t e  that "othering" is 

a term "coined by Gayatri Spivak for t he  process by which 

imperial discourse creates its ' others "' (Key Concepts 

1 7 1 ) .  

Thomas Nakayama and Robert Krizek make a similar d a i m  

i n  "Whiteness as a Strategic Rhetoric," as do Sarah 

Projansky and Kent Ono in "Strategic Whiteness as 

Cinematic Racial Folitics" (both in Nakayarna and Martin) - 



'' For studies of white masculinity which emphasise 
masculinity, see: Mosse; Cornwall and Lindisfarne; 

Maurice Berger, Brian Wallis and Simon Watson eds., 

Constructing Masculinity; David Buchbinder M a s c u l i n i t i e s  

and Iden tities; Dana Nelson, National Manhood: C a p i t a l i s t  

Citizenship and the Imaginsd Fraternity of White Men; 

P-b iga i l  Solomon-Godeau, Mals Troubls :  A Crisis  i n  

Rqresmtation; or Harry Stecopoulos and Mike Uebel eds., 

R a c s  and the Subjert of the Masculinitics. 

. - 
'- To apply "abjection" to white men is, of course, taking 

liberties with a cerm typically used to describe an 

explicitly feminine experience. Brooker writes of how 

abjection can apply to the male body: "[tlhe monstrous or 

abject is the expelled but powerful feminine, even when 

[ .  . . j  this metaphorically invades the male body" (1). 

My use of the texm suggests less that the abject is an 

invasion of the male body by a feminine experience than 

that there can be a masculine abjection. 



Chapter One 

The Wh i t e  Whipping Boy 

I n  Keri Hulme's The Bone People, Simon is  a  white-  

skinned,  blond-haired,  blue-eyed c h i l d  who r e p r e s e n t s  

bo th  t h e  t y p i c a l  Pakeha c o l o n i s t  i n  a  n a t i o n a l ,  

p o s t c o l o n i a l  a l l e g o r y  and, pa radox ica l l y ,  a Maori god. 

Hulme exagge ra t e s  t h e  pa l enes s  of t h e  c h i l d ,  u n s e t t l i n g  

h i s  whi teness  by making i t  hype rbo l i c .  She u se s  Simon t o  

invoke disempowered and d i sadvantaged  c o l o n i a l  whi teness ,  

bu t  u n s e t t l e s  h i s  whi teness  s t i l l  f u r t h e r  by making i t  

c l e a r  t h a t  he a l s o  r e p r e s e n t s  Maui, t h e  key f i g u r e  i n  

Maori c r e a t i o n  mythology. The v i o l e n c e  t h e  c h i l d  s u f f e r s  

s u g g e s t s  t h a t  whi teness  must be punished i n  o r d e r  t h a t  

Maoriness can  r e g a i n  p r i d e  of  p l a c e  i n  New Zealand. 

There is, d e s p i t e  t h e  n o v e l ' s  i dea l i sm ,  a n  unreso lved  

t e n s i o n  between the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  Simon a s  Pakeha, 

(and t h u s  a  whipping boy f o r  European c o l o n i a l i s m  i n  N e w  

Zealand) and a s  Maui (and thus a figure f o r  t h e  

p o s t c o l o n i a l  r e v i v i f i c a t i o n  of  Maori rnythology) . 

Hulme's novel  i s  t h e  most t y p i c a l l y  p o s t c o l o n i a l  o f  

t h e  f o u r  1 s tudy .  She engages w i th  both c o l o n i a l i s m  and 

h e r  v i s i o n  of what should  happen i n  i t s  wake. C r i t i c s  



often emphasise Hulme's use of Maori language as a means 

of showing cultural resistance, suggesting that she uses 

Maori alongside English, and even within English, to 

undermine colonialist discourse. Maryanne Dever, for 

instance, writes that "language becomes a sire of 

resistance and a way of decentring the narrative, The 

inclusion of the Maori subverts the conventionally 

unitâry voice of command traditionally associated with 

the English language" ( 2 4 ) .  Thus, by "challenging the 

dominant Eurocentric vision of reality, the text offers 

an alternative voice, one that enfranchises multiplicity 

and undermines the authority of imperialisrn's 

homogenising linguistic imperative" (Dever 25). However, 

Simon DurLng implies that Hulme's resistance may not 

"enfranchise multiplicity" so much as re-authenticate 

Maoriness and re-establish it as dominant in New Zealand: 

"The bone people [. - . ]  desires a postcolonial identity 

qiven to it in Maoriness. The heroine in rebuilding a 

marae, the hero, in guarding the remnants of the sacred 

ships of the tribe, heal their alienations by contact 

with a precolonial culture" (373). He suggests that the 

kind of postcolonial identity Hulme wants to depicc is 

exclusively Maori, and is based on traditions that 

predate colonial intervention. Like During, 1 suggest 

that power is not thus decentred in Hulme's novel, but 



r a t h e r  r e c e n t r e d  i n  Maori c u l t u r e .  Simon's i n j u r i e s  

sugges t  t h a t  t h e  disempowering and punish ing  of  t h e  

Pakeha i s  neces sa ry  i f  a  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  between Pakeha 

and Maori i s  t o  b e  achieved.  The s e v e r i t y  of  h i s  i n j u r i e s  

sugges t s  t h a t  he  ernbodies a  cont inu ing  v i o l e n t  Manichean 

d i v i s i o n  between Maori and Pâkeha r a t h e r  t han  a  

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  between t h e  two. 

Hulme a d d r e s s e s  c o l o n i a l i s m ' s  l egacy  by p r e s e n t i n g  a 

p o s t c o l o n i a l  a l l e g o r y  i n  which Simon s t a n d s  f o r  a l 1  

t h i n g s  Pakeha, J o e  ( h i s  f o s t e r  f a t h e r )  f o r  a l 1  t h i n g s  

Maori and Kerewin f o r  something mid-way between t h e  two. 1 

Stephen Slemon writes t h a t  a l l e g o r y  

becomes an h i s t o r i c a l l y  produced f i e l d  of  

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  upon which c e r t a i n  forms of  p o s t -  

c o l o n i a l  w r i t i n g  engage head-on wi th  t h e  

i n t e r p e l l a t i v e  and t r o p o l o g i c a l  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  

c o l o n i a l i s m ' s  most v i s i b l e  f i g u r a t i v e  technology.  

Al legory  becomes a s i te  upon which p o s t - c o l o n i a l  

c u l t u r e s  s e e k  t o  c o n t e s t  and subve r t  c o l o n i a l i s t  

a p p r o p r i a t i o n  th rough t h e  product ion  o f  a  l i t e r a r y ,  

and s p e c i f i c a l l y  a n t i - i m p e r i a l i s t ,  f i g u r a t i v e  

o p p o s i t i o n  o r  t e x t u a l  counter-discourse. (II)  



In other words, allegory becomes an important mode for 

writers who, like Hulme, want to respond to colonialism 

by challenging it, particularly in novels, "colonialism's 

most visible figurative technology." Such fictional 

allegories depict postcolonial individuals who are 

representative of cultures as a whole while conconitantly 

suqgesting how those individuals/cultures ought to resist 

the ideological influence of colonialism. Graham Huggan 

ernphasises Simon's figurative role in "the allegory [of] 

New Zealand's often painful attempt to corne to tems with 

a history of colonial dependence and with continuing 

censions between its 'indigenous' (Maori) and European 

(Pakeha)  communities" (16) . Similarly, John Bryson 
suggests that Simon "may in some sense stand for ûspects 

. . . of the minous pakeha culture that has rolled over 

. . . Maori society" [Bryson's ellipses] (133). He 

suggests that the violence to which Simon is subjected is 

unsurprising: "there may be thoughts abroad [in New 

Zealand] that some parts of white society may well be in 

need of a thrashing" (133) ,' The abuse the child suffers 
is, in terms of a postcolonial allegory, retributively 

just. But Slemon suggests that in "allegorical texts 

such as [, . . ]  Keri Hulme's The Bone People, indigenous 

or pre-contact allegorical traditions engage with, and 

finally overcome, the kinds of allegorical reaaing which 



universalising European traditions would want to impose" 

( 1 2 ) .  Thus Maori traditions and allegories challenge 

those of the colonists. Colonial allegories are replaced 

by postcolonial ones and those postcolonial ones evoke 

precolonial traditions. In The Bone People, the 

connotations of Simon's stereotypical colonial whiteness 

could, as Slemon implies, thus be replaced by allusions 

to Maui. However, the violence done to Simon suggests 

that he is beaten because he is white and stays 

stereotypically Pakeha despite allusions to Maori 

mythology. ' 
Chris Prentice writes that a racialized body like 

Simon's malfunctions in postcolonial allegory Ihe casts 

this argument in terms of the body functioning as a 

metaphor in postcolonialist discourse) because of the 

contradictory need to make that specific body 

representative of a general populace (4 5 ) . ' Prentice 

suggests the danger that "through the cornmodification of 

discourses or symbols of identity and authenticity, these 

'values' are lent to the project of post-colonizing 

cultural legitimation; they are emptied of specificity 

and circulated as signifiers in an exchange of 

indifference" (Prentice 55). He argues that once certain 

bodily characteristics are legitimised as signs of 

"identity" or "authenticity," those same characteristics 



become empty of  any meaning e x c e p t  t h a t  o f  a u t h e n t i c a t i n g  

c u l t u r a l  i d e n t i t y .  They no l onge r  mark i n d i v i d u a l  

d i f f s r e n c e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a  s t r a t e g i c a l l y  c o n s t r u c t e d  

homogeneity. I n  shor t :  p h y s i c a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a r e  

commodified as  s t e r e o t y p e s  and p o s t c o l o n i s i n g  d i s c o u r s e s  

dep loy  s t e r e o t y p e s  j u s t  a s  c o l o n i s i n g  mes d i d .  Thus 

p o s t c o l o n i s i n g  a l l e g o r i c a l  f i c t i o n s  like Hulme's 

sometimes dep loy  f a m i l i a r  s t e r e o t y p e s  (even i f  t h e y  go an  

t o  compl ica te  them) i n  o r d e r  t o  a u t h e n t i c a t e  i d e n t i t y  

( h e r e ,  Maori i d e n t i t y  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ) .  F i c t i o n s  l i k e  t h i s  

a l s o  p e r p e t u a t e  a  s e l f / o t h e r  o r  w h i t e i b l a c k  b i n a r y  i n  

t h e i r  p o s t c o l o n i a l i t y .  For i f  t h e  ind igenous  c u l t u r e  uses 

s t e r e o t y p e s  of i t s e l f  i n  s e l f -de fense  and i n  order t o  

r e a s s e r t  i t s e l f ,  t h e  former c o l o n i s t  is a l s o  still 

s t e r e o t y p e d ,  b u t  he becomes, a s  i n  Hulme's novel ,  a n  

abject  of  c r i t i q u e .  

Simon i s  a  figure f o r  t h e  wh i t e  c o l o n i s t  i n  an  

a l l e g o r y  about t h e  r e s u l t s  of  co lon i a l i sm;  c o l o n i a l i s t  

s t e r e o t y p e s  are c e n t r a l  t o  Hulme's c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n  of 

h im.  Simon is a l s o  Pakeha i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  dominant 

Maoriness o f  Hulme 's  novel  s o  t h a t  h i s  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  

whiteness i s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  marked a s  d i f f e r e n t .  One r e s u l t  

is t h a t  h i s  Pakeha  appearance emphasises t h e  Maoriness of  

Kerewin, J o e  and the novel i t ~ e l f , ~  Another is t h a t  h i s  

white appearance emphasises how p o s t c o l o n i a l  whi teness  is 



constructed by its other, rather than from within 

whiteness. So, unlike Ondaatje's patient, Malouf's Gemmy 

and Carey's Tristan, Simon is white in relation to an 

erstwhile colonial other (the patient, Gemmy and Tristan 

are aberrantly white in relation to stereotypes of 

whiteness) . 

Simon's whiteness is unnatural and excessive; he 

seems to reveal the sinister within images of the white 

colonist. Homi Bhabha suggests that contemporary 

whiteness struggles with "the histories of trauma and 

terror that it must perpetuate and from which it must 

protect itself [ .  . . j  the violence it inflicts in the 

process of becoming a transparent and transcendent force 

of authority" (Bhabha "The White Stuff" 21). For Bhabha, 

whiteness is irrevocably associated with colonial 

history; contemporary whiteness tries to conceal that 

history while maintaining the power associated with it. 

Whiteness is visible and yet it makes the mechanism of 

its authority invisible. Hulme similarly makes 

whiteness's colonial history visible while concomitantly 

suggesting that contemporary whiteness exploits lingering 

colonial privileges. Thus for Kerewin, whiteness makes 

Simon malevolent and irrevocably associates him with 

histories of "trauma and terror." She refers to Simon as 

"evil" and wonders if she is sheltering "a criminal" (21; 



27). She makes him symbolise threat: "[tlhere is 

something unnatural about it. It stands there unmcvlng, 

sullen and silent" (16). His brooding, "sullen" 

unnaturalness is ominous-he holds her wrist, "curiously 

intense" and her request that he let go meets with the 

almost-malevolence of his tightening hold (17). 

As Bhabha suggests, contemporarÿ whiteness sometimes 

tries to conceal its violent history by becorning 

invisible or strategicaliy marginalised by injury. Hulme 

makes Simon's whiteness excessive and obviously marked; 

it is colonial whiteness scrutinised and revealed as 

violent. Thus Ross Chambers can refer to whiteness as 

"the primary unmarked and so unexamined-let's Say blank- 

category" and suggest that it "has a touchstone quality 

of the normal," but the only sense in which Simon's 

whiteness is blank, invisible or transparent is literal; 

Simon drinks and "the dark grog is practically visible" 

through the pale skin of his throat (Chambers 189; Hulme 

29). Hulme's fiction embraces a project similar to that 

of Chambers or Richard Dyer (rnaking whiteness "strange"). 

Sally Robinson writes that "in order for white 

masrulinity to negotiate its position within the field of 

identity politics, white men must daim a symbolic 

disenfranchisement, must cornpete with various others for 

cultural authority bestowed upon the authentically 



disempowered, t h e  v i s i b l y  wounded" (12 ) .  She s u g g e s t s  

t h a t  wh i t e  m a s c u l i n i t y  d e a l s  w i t h  i t s  " h i s t o r i e s  o f  

trauma and t e r r o r "  by p r e s e n t i n g  i t s e l f  a s  i f  v i c t i m i s e d ,  

o r  by e x p l o i t i n g  t h e  appearance  o f  m a r g i n a l i s a t i o n .  

Hulme, Ondaacje, Malouf and Carey  could  r e c e n t r a l i s e  t h e  

a u t h o r i t y  and p r i v i l e g e  of wh i t enes s  by on ly  seeming t o  

a b j e c t  it; wh i t enes s  cou ld  t h u s  be r e p r i v i l e g e d  because 

i t  seems t o  have been v i o l e n t l y ,  even u n j u s t l y ,  

rnarginal ised.  Th i s  may be t r u e ,  a t  l e a s t  t o  some e x t e n t ,  

o f  O n d a a t j e ' s  p a t i e n t ,  b u t  Simon, Malouf 's  Gemmy and 

C a r e y ' s  T r i s t a n  do n o t  en joy  renewed p r i v i l e g e s  a s  a 

r e s u l t  of t h e i r  a p p a r e n t l y  a b j e c t e d  p o s i t i o n s .  I n  p a r t ,  

t h i s  i s  because t h e s e  t h r e e  a r e  both a b j e c t  and c h i l d -  

l i k e  (Simon is a c t u a l l y  a c h i l d ,  Gemmy 2nd T r i s t a n  t h i n k  

of t h e i r  a d u l t  e x p e r i e n c e s  i n  terms of  t h e i r  c h i l d h o o d s ) .  

The v io l ence  done t o  Simon is s o  shocking because  he  i s  

v i c i t i r n i s e d  f o r  r e p r e s e n t i n g  Pakeha h i s t o r y  ond y e t  h i s  

v i c t i m i s a t i o n ,  youth and v u l n e r a b i l i t y  do no t  p r o t e c t  him 

from f u r t h e r  v i o l e n c e .  

Both Joe and Kerewin emphasise Simon's  Pakeha 

appearance.  Joe d e s c r i b e s  Simon a s  " t h e  p a l e  c h i l d , "  and 

whi teness  is a t  t h e  r o o t  o f  J o e ' s  s e l f - c o n f e s s e d  

f r u s t r a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  boy: "1 w a s  ashamed of [Simon]. 1 

wanted him as  o r d i n a r i l y  complex and norrnally s i m p l e  a s  

one o f  P i r i ' s  rowdies .  1 r e s e n t e d  his difference [ .  . . ]  



And 1 loved  and ha t ed  him f o r  t h e  way he remained 

h imse l f "  ( 6 ;  381 ) .  J o e  d e s c r i b e s  Simon a s  a c h i l d  w i t h  

" a l i e n  sea-coloured eyes"  ( 6 ) .  He is  n e i t h e r  one of 

J o e ' s  own no r  Maori. Kerewin emphasises  Simon's 

"highboned and hollowcheeked" f a c e  wi th  i t s  ' sharp sha rp  

nose" under  an "obscu ra t ion  o f  s i l v e r b l o n d  h a i r "  (16). 

The h a i r  and s k i n  c o l o u r  a l i g n  him w i t h  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  

images o f  t h e  European c o l o n i s t .  H i s  eyes  a r e  a l s o  

"seabluegreen ,  a s t a r t l i n g  c o l o u r ,  l i k e  opa l s "  ( 1 7 ) .  

Kerewin and Joe  c o n s t r u c t  Simon's  whi teness  a s  exces s ive  

o r  o u t l a n d i s h ,  bu t  emphasise,  above a l l ,  how h i s  

appearance  ma k e s  him Pakeha. For i n s t a n c e ,  Kerewin 

imagines  Simon's f a t h e r  a s  an  e x p a t r i a t e  i r n p l i c i t l y  

p r e p o s t e r o u s  f o r  having assumed he  has a p l a c e  i n  N e w  

Zealand: " [ a ]  loud and b o i s t e r o u s  Viking type s h e ' d  b e t ,  

from t h e  c h i l d ' s  co lou r ing .  Yer rowdy Aryan ba rba r i an ,  

face l i k e  a broken c rag ,  t a 1 1  a s  a door  and t h i c k  a l 1  the 

way through" (28)  ."oe t u r n s  o u t  t o  be  Maori, someone 

Kerewin t h i n k s  s h e  " s h a l l  be  able t o  c a l 1  f r i e n d "  r a t h e r  

t h a n  mock ( 5 9 ) .  Nonetheless ,  Kerewin con t inues  t o  be 

c u r i o u s  about  Simon's Pakeha p a r e n t s  and h e r  c u r i o s i t y  

r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between t h e  c h i l d ' s  whi teness  

and t h e  Maori community. 

Simon g i v e s  Kerewin an  o r n a t e  r o s a r y  on which t h e r e  

i s  a s i g n e t  r i n g  d e p i c t i n g  a phoenix emerging from its 



flaming nest (a fitting image to attach to Simon who is 

portrayed as successfully and repeatedly re-emerging frorn 

the lethal conflagrations of Joe's anger). Holmes (like 

her Sherlock namesake) investigates and compiles details 

that underscore Simon's difference and link him to 

stereotypes of European colonists. The ring connects the 

7 boy with "decayed Irish nobility" (99). It ultimately 

connects him with his estranged Irish heroin-addict 

father, a man who, like Simon, is blond, "gaunt and ill- 

looking, with deep hollows under his oblique eyes [ .  . . ]  

Pointed chin and high cheekbones" (349) . Father and son 

are too blond, too pale and too skinny. They dre haunting 

figures. They are both remnants of "the decayed Irish 

nobility" that Kerewin scorns as foreign, elitist and 

defuncr, Thus Kerewin first imagines Simon's father as 

barbaric Pakeha New Zealander, and then as impotent 

âristocrat. Simon is associated with negative images of 

Pakeha whiteness as they pertain both to colonial 

snobbery and contemporary vulgarity. 

The signet ring on Simon's rosary also bears the 

inscription "M C de V" i210). Kerewin comments that it 

is "[plidgin French" and that it presumably offers clues 

about Simon's mother (210). Simon becomes French as well 

as Irish; he recognises Kerewin's reference to him as the 

"pauvre petit en souffrantW(209). Kerewin emphasises 



Simon's Frenchness by linking his blondness with Louis 

XIV, the Sun King whose reign was both impressively 

expansionist and tyrannically dictatorial. Simon muses on 

the connection Kerewin makes: "[al drink fit for kings [ .  

. . ]  The Sun King especially. And no, you can't have 

any. Youth needs juice neither for longevity nor 

aphrodisiac. Sun king maybe, sunchild no way . . . I'm 
the sunchild, because of rny hair" [second set of ellipses 

are Hulme's](142). The similarities between Simon 

"sunchild" and his illustrious seventeenth-century Sun 

King ancestor are also clear in Hulme's use of 

biographical details. Ths Encyclopedia B r i  t a n n i c a  

describes the young Louis XIV: 

At the age of four years and eight months, he was, 

according to the laws of the kingdom, not only the 

master but the owner of the bodies and property of 

19 million subjects. Although he was saluted as "a 

visible divinity," he was, nonetheless, a neglected 

child given over to the care of servants. He once 

narrowly escaped drowning in a pond because no one 

was watching him. (500 )  

Both Louis XIV and Simon are neglected children who 

nearly drown and recover to become numinous figures. 



Both a r e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  ownersh ip ,  a n d  w i t h  

p r e t e r n a t u r a l  i n f l u e n c e  and power d e s p i t e  t h e i r  you th .  

Both a r e  a s s o c i a t e d  wich c o l o n i a l i s m  ( L o u i s  XIV owned t h e  

c o l o n i e s  t h a t  h e l p e d  compr i se  h i s  n i n e t e e n  m i l l i o n  

s u b j e c t s ,  w h i l e  Simon is a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  Pakeha 

c ~ l o n i s a t i o n  o f  N e w  Z e a l a n d ) .  5 0 t h  a r e  arnbiguous f i g u r e s  

( p o w e r f u l  and ÿe t  a l s o  v u l n e r a b l e ,  a d o r e d  and y e t  a l s o  

demoni zed)  . 
Hulme's c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n  o f  Simon a s  p a r t - F r e n c h  

a l s o  h a s  i m p l i c a t i o n s  i n  terms of  N e w  Z e a l a n d t s  p o l i t i c s  

i n  t h e  1980s, and i t  is rernarkable  t h a t  c r i t i c s  have made 

l i t t l e  i f  a n y t h i n g  o f  Hulmets  emphasis  on S imon ' s  

Frenchness  d e s p i t e  t e n s i o n s  between France  and New 

Zealand i n  r e c e n t  d e c a d e s .  Greenpeace  N e w  Zea land  

o p e r a t e s  a web page d e d i c a t e d  t o  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  French 

n u c l e a r  t e s t i n g  i n  ~ h e  South  P a c i f i c .  They n o t e  t h a t  

France  began t e s t i n g  a t  Moruroa i n  1966, and p roceeded  

w i t h  43 tes ts  between 1966 a n d  1973. I n  1973, t h e  K i r k  

Labour Government was elected i n  N e w  Zealand o n  a n  a n t i -  

n u c l e a r  p l a t f o r m -  One o f  t h a t  Government t s  s u c c e s s e s  was 

t a k i n g  France  t o  t h e  World C o u r t  and winning a  r u l i n g  

t h a t  t h e y  c o u l d  no l o n g e r  test  above ground.  F r a n c e  

c o n t i n u e d  underground tests i n  t h e  r e g i o n  u n t i l  1996 

d e s p i t e  t e s t i n g  a c c i d e n t s  and  N e w  Z e a l a n d l s  r e s i s t a n c e .  

I n  1979 a n  underground e x p l o s i o n  i n  a n  e l e v a t o r  s h a f t  a t  



Moruroa caused  b o t h  a t i d a l  wave a n d  c r a c k s  on t h e  a t o l l  

th rough  which r a d i o a c t i v e  s u b s t a n c e s  began t o  l e a k .  I n  

1981, a c y c l o n e  h i t  Moruroa, "uncover ing  p lu ton ium d e b r i s  

and sweeping n u c l e a r  w a s t e  [ .  . . ]  o u t  t o  s e a "  

( G r e e n p e a c e ) .  A s  t h e  Greenpeace  documenta t ion  r e s e r v e d l y  

comments, t h e  r e s u l t  o f  t h e s e  m i s a d v e n t u r e s  was t h a t  

" [ p l u b l i c  p r o t e s t  a g a i n s t  French n u c l e a r  t e s t i n g  grew 

th roughout  t h e  1980s."  

Hulme writes t h a t  h e r  c h a r a c t e r s ,  completed  i n  1983, 

" t o o k  12 y e a r s  t o  r e a c h  t h i s  s h a p e W ( i )  . I n  t h e  t w e l v e  

y e a r s  between 1971 and 1983, i n c r e a s i n g  amounts o f  

r a d i o a c t i v e  f a l l o u t  were measured i n  N e w  Zealand,  a  

Greenpeace N e w  Zealand y a c h t  was d i s a b l e d  i n  i t s  e f f o r t s  

t o  p r o t e s t  a t  Moruroa, t h e  K i r k  Government was e l e c t e d  

and,  " [w] h i l e  Franc? c l a i m e d  [ . . . ] t h e  tes ts  were s a f e ,  

t h e  m i s s i o n s  and o t h e r  i n d e p e n d e n t  s c i e n t i s t s  c o n c u r r e d  

t h a t  l e a c h i n g  o f  r a d i o a c t i v e  m a t e r i a l  th rough  t h e  a t o l l  

was l i k e l y  t o  o c c u r  f a s t e r  f w i t h i n  f i v e  t o  100 y e a r s )  

than  t h e  500-1000 y e a r s  French s c i e n t i s t s  [had]  c la imed" 

( G r e e n p e a c e ) .  To o v e r l o o k  Simon 's  French h e r i t a g e  is t o  

o v s r l o o k  Hulme's r e f e r e n c e  t o  French n e o - c o l o n i a l  

a p l a i t a t i o n  of N e w  Zealand i n  t h e  1970s and 1980s.  

R a t h e r  t h a n  e n a b l e  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n ,  Simon's  w h i t e  

Frenchmss makes him embody renewed c o n f l i c t  between 

Pakeha and Maori.  I n  terms o f  t h e  a l l e g o r y  H u h e  



p r e s e n t s ,  Simon i s  bea ten  p r e c i s e l y  because he evokes 

both c o l o n i a l  p r e j u d i c e  and n o r e  r e c e n t  c o n f l i c t s  l i k e  

t h o s e  ove r  French nuc lea r  t e s t i n g .  

Hulme d e s c r i b e s  t h e  nurnerous t imes  Simon i s  bea ten  

by Joe ,  bu t  J o e t s  v i o l e n t  responses  a r e  framed a s  p a r t  of  

t h e  a l l e g o r y  Hulme f a sh ions  and t h i s  a l l e g o r y  provides  

some j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  h i s  a c t i o n s .  Joe  imagines t h a t  

Simon usurps  h i s  own c h i l d  and h i s  wi fe  Hana; Pakeha 

d i s p l a c e s  Maori. Anne Zimmerman and Margery Fee 

c h a r a c t e r i s e  Simon a s  a cuckoo: he is a " f o s t e r  c h i l d  who 

does  no t  know h i s  I r e a l '  pa ren t s "  and "seems t o  invade 

l i k e  a  cuckoo. (Cuckoos l a y  t h e i r  eggs i n  t h o s e  [ s i c ]  of  

o t h e r ,  u s u a l l y  sma l l e r  b i r d s ;  t h e  c h i c k  ha tches ,  pushes 

t h e  n a t u r a l  ch i cks  ou t ,  and is f ed  by t h e  coopted 

adop t ive  p a r e n t s )  " (Zimmerman 545; Fee 5 9 ) .  The cuckoo 

analogy t r a n s l a t e s  well i n t o  Hulrne's p o s t c o l o n i a l  

a l l e g o r y ;  Simon i s  a European who i n f i l t r a t e s  a Maori 

" n e s t . "  Joe  remembers Hana's dea th ,  and h e r  l a s t  r e q u e s t  

t h a t  he "mind" t h e i r  c h i l d :  "Timote was a l r e a d y  dead. 

She meant t h e  o t h e r  one [. . - 1  t h e  pale c h i l d  he ld  h i s  

hand, and looked i n t o  h i s  f a c e  wi th  a l i e n  sea-coloured 

eyes"  ( 6 )  . The Pakeha boy is " t h e  o t h e r "  c h i l d ,  an 

i n t r u d e r  and a n  "a l i en . "  Simon is a l l e g o r i s e d  a s  t h e  

wh i t e  c o l o n i s t  who has brought  p h y s i c a l  and s o c i a l  

d i s e a s e s -  Joe  t e l l s  Kerewin t h a t  Hana and Timote "d ied  o f  



f l u .  Which has  always s t r u c k  m e  a s  u n f a i r  and s t u p i d .  

Imagine, f l u !  " ( 8 8 )  .' H e  l o s e s  h i s  temper w i th  Simon and 

accuses  him: " [y lou  have j u s t  r u ined  eve ry th ing ,  you 

s h i t "  ( 3 0 8 ) .  I n  h i s  a c c u s a t i o n  of  t h e  boy, J o e  accuses  

t h e  Pakeha f o r  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  Maori c u l t u r e  and of  

h i s  own fami ly .  For Joe ,  eve ry th ing  Maori i s  ru ined  by 

Simon who r ep re sencs  e v e r y t h i n g  Pakeha. J o e  b e a t s  t h e  boy 

and e x p l a i n s  t h a t  he does  it because " i t ' s  n o t  l i k e  1 am 

h i t t i n g  you, my son" ( 1 7 1 ) .  I t  is more l i k e  he  i s  h i t t i n g  

a çymbol o f  c o l o n i a l  i n t e r v e n t i o n .  

However, J o e  a l s o  b e a t s  Simon whenever Simon makes 

him f e e l  disernpowered, impotent o r  emasculated.  The b o y ' s  

long  b lond  h a i r  is p a r t i c u l a r l y  t r o u b l i n g .  I t  makes Simon 

t o o  w h i t e  and t o o  much l i k e  a  g i r l -  When it  " r eaches  

half-way d o m  [Simon's]  back,"  Joe  wor r i e s  t h a t  p a s s e r s -  

by o r  r e l a t i v e s  w i l l  t h i n k  he c o v e t s  Simon's g i r l i s h n e s s  

because he  himself  i s  a  p e d e r a s t  ( 2 4 0 ) .  S e x u a l i t y  

i n t e r s e c t s  w i th  n a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t y  and J o e  f e e l s  d e f e n s i v e  

on bo th  counts .  He p e r c e i v e s  Simon a s  a c h a l l e n g e  t o  bo th  

h i s  m a s c u l i n i t y  and h i s  Maoriness.  ( I n  terms of 

p o s t c o l o n i a l  a l l e g o r y ,  Hulme i m p l i e s  t h a t  European 

c o l o n i s t s  s i m i l a r l y  disempowered o r  ernasculated t h e  

Maori.) Joe  b e a t s  Simon for go ing  t o  t h e  p e d e r a s t  Binny 

Dan ie l s '  house- impl ic i t ly  less because he fears f o r  t h e  

c h i l d ' s  s a f e t y  than  because  h e  f e a r s  f o r  h i s  own 



r e p u t a t i o n  (136). When Luce Mihi reminds J o e  o f  h i s  

a f f a i r  wi th  a n  o l d e r  man, Joe  b e a t s  Simon a g a i n  ( 1 7 5 ) .  

Joe h i t s  t h e  c h i l d  w h i l e  t h i n k i n g  of h i m s e l f .  H e  punches 

Simon, 

[ml  u t t e r i n g  " F a l l e n  boy, f  a l l e n  boy, " and 

remembering t h e  sadsweet  months w i th  Taki  [ .  . . ]  

And why d i d  [Luce] have t o  l a u g h  a t  i t ?  His r age  

mounted. Laugh a t  m e ,  w i l l  he? Laugh, eh?  [ .  . . ] 

-e t h i s  t h i n g  is  no c h i l d  of mine, l e v e r i n g  t h e  

boy t o  h i s  f e e t  and p inn ing  him a g a i n s t  t h e  w a l l ,  

and punching him i n  t h e  f a c e  and t h e  body u n t i l  he  

whi tens  h o r r i b l y  and f a i n t s  a second t i m e .  ( 1 7 5 )  

J o e  b e a t s  Simon i n  o r d e r  t o  punish  himself  f o r  t h e  months 

he s p e n t  w i th  Taki .  H e  b e a t s  Simon because  he canno t  

b e a t  Luce and because Luce imp l i e s  t h a t  J o e  and Simon a r e  

homosexual. Thus t h e  c h i l d  is punished f o r  l ook ing  

Pakeha and e f f e m i n a t e .  Most impor tan t ,  though, i s  t h a t  

Simon reminds Joe  t o o  much of  h i s  own l a c k  o f  power and 

s e l f - r e s p e c t .  

Simon ernbodies t h a t  which Joe  would have exc luded  

e n t i r e l y  from h i s  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  b u t  which i n e v i t a b l y  comes 

back i n  a v i o l e n t  s u r g e .  H e  is J o e ' s  a b j e c t .  Simon's 

broken body is  "no t h i n g  of  [ J o e ' s ] , "  p a r t l y  because  i t  



is  J o e ' s  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  t h e  c h i l d  a s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  

a l 1  t h i n g s  Pakeha, e f f emina te  and o t h e r  t o  t h e  Maori 

i d e n t i t y  he would l i k e  f o r  h imse l f .  Simon s u f f e r s  a  

Maori r e t a l i a t i o n  a g a i n s t  Pakeha. Maori ( t o  use  David 

S p u r r ' s  vocabulary)  now nominates Pakeha a s  a b j e c t  i n  

" t h e  necessary  i t e r a t i o n  of a  fundamsntal  d i s t a n c e  

between c o l o n i z e r  and co lonized"  ( S p u r r  7 8 ) .  J u s t  a s  

K r i s t e v a ' s  a b j e c t i o n  is e x p l i c i t l y  feminised,  he re  Hulme 

p r e s e n t s  Simon's a b j e c t i o n  a s  t h e  unwelcome f smin inz  

which r e s u r f a c e s  a long  wi th  o t h e r  undes i red  q u a l i t i e s .  

Simon is J o e ' s  a b j e c t ,  but h i s  whi teness  and appa ren t  

effeminacy rnake Joe  himself  expe r i enc f  a b j e c t i o n .  

Kr i s teva  c h a r a c t e r i s e s  t h e  a b j e c t  a s  " [ t l h e  symptom: 

a  language t h a t  g i v e s  up, a  s t r u c t u r e  w i th in  t h e  body, a  

non-assimilable  a l i e n ,  a monster, a tumor, a cancer"  

( I I ) .  The a b j e c t  i s  t h a t  which is undeniably p r e s e n t  a s  

p a r t  of t h e  self; i t  is evidenced by d i s e a s e ,  d i s t r e s s ,  

o r  an  i n a b i l i t y  t o  cornmunicate. Language and 

communication t h u s  become a d d i t i o n a l  means of  marking 

d i f f e r e n c e .  In  c o l o n i a l  d i s cour se ,  t h e  a b j e c t i o n  o f  t h e  

o t h e r  e n t a i l e d  ( m i s ) r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  o t h e r  by speaking  

f o r  them. Slemon writes t h a t  

w i th in  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  of c o l o n i a l i s m  a i l e g o r y  has  

always func t ioned  a s  an  e s p e c i a l l y  v i s i b l e  



technology of appropriation; and if allegory 

literally means 'other speaking', it has 

historically meant a way of speaking for the 

subjugated Others of the European colonial 

enterprise-a way of subordinating the colonised, 

that is, through the politics of representation(8). 

Colonial discourse has made its others mute. Simon, in 

addition to the injuries which suggest that he is 

retributively abused in an allegory about colonialism in 

New Zealand, is also mute. He can write and sing, but he 

cannot speak. The white male European colonist is 

transformed into a white, effete, abused, abjected and 

mute child. Gemmy and Tristan are also both mute and 

similarly illustrate this abjection of white, colonial, 

masculine power and authority. Gemmy has forgotten his 

language and is misrepresented in a narrative used to 

describe him. Tristan cannot speak because of a cleft 

palate and is misrepresented by the voice box which gives 

him a misleadingly Voorstandish accent. Where colonial 

discourse (and colonial allegory) spoke for its colonised 

others, Hulme, Malouf and Carey reverse the phenomenon so 

that in postcolonial allegories Che formerly colonised 

others speak for the former colonists. 



Susie O'Brien argues that mute figures like Simon 

h a w  an essential place in postcolonial literature: 

"[tjhe necsssary abrogation of the received ianguage 

creates, for the post-colonial writer, a crisis of 

authority, which finds textual representation in figures 

of silence" ( 7 9 ) .  Muteness, then, is the first step avay 

from an English that is associated with repressive 

colonisation. It suqgests the possibility of resistance. 

Ato Quayson, like O'Brien, suggests that Simon's silence 

represents "a struggle to transcend the nightmare of 

history" ( 6 6 ) .  He argues that Simon's muteness is a 

disability significant for how it reflects the injury 

imposed by that history. However, Simon is not a Maori 

figure opting for a silent resistance to Pakeha language; 

he is exaggeratedlÿ Pakeha. His silence indicates the 

violent silencing of Pakeha colonialist discourse. Ris 

muteness suqgests the repression of the Pakeha he 

embodies . 

Hulme's characterisation of Simon is not so blunt as 

to suggest that the child is o n l y  a whipping boy for 

Pakeha history. He is peculiarly capable (for instance, 

he can write despite seeming too young to be able to du 

SO). Kerewin's descriptions of him as inhuman or 

unearthly even make him seern godly. This is an 

impression enhanced by the violence he s u f f e r s .  He 



seems, a t  l e a s t  a t  f i r s t ,  t o  be  a b l e  t o  s u r v i v e  extreme 

v i o l e n c e  because  o f  a l l u s i o n s  t o  h i s  numinously C h r i s t i a n  

and, more p e r v a s i v e l y ,  Msori a t t r i b u t e s .  Simon i s  bo th  

scapegoa t  and godl ing .  René G i r a r d  writes t h a t  t h e  

c r e a t i o n  o f  a my tho log ica l l y  s a c r e d  f i g u r e  i nvo lves  two 

scages :  " [ t l h e  first is t h e  a c t  of accus ing  a  scapegoa t  

[ .  . . ]  Then cornes t h e  second s t a g e  when he is  made 

s a c r e d  by t h e  community's r ~ c o n c i l i a t i o n "  ( 5 0 ) .  The 

scapeqoa t  i s  r r e a t e d  a s  i f  g u i l t y  even though "[elveryone 

unders tands  t h a t  t h e  vic t i rn  alrnost c e r t a i n l y  d i d  no t  do 

what he was àccused of bu t  t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g  about  him 

rnarked nirn à s  a n  o u t l e t  f o r  t h e  annoyance and i r r i t a t i o n  

of h i s  f e l l o w  c i t i z e n s "  ( 2 9 ) .  Abusing t h e  scapegoa t  is 

j u s t i f i e d  by h i s  o r  h e r  abuse r s  on the grounds t h a t  t h e  

v i c t i m  obv ious ly  h a s  s u p e r n a t u r a l  powers ( 5 5 ) .  I n  many 

ways, Simon f i t s  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n .  He i s  blamed f o r  t h e  

h i s t o r y  o f  c o l o n i a l  oppress ion  i n  New Zealand even thouqh 

he c l e a r l y  vas n o t  p e r s o n a l l y  involved .  H e  is first a  

s capegoa t ,  and second a  s a c r e d  f i g u r e .  Quayson s u g g e s t s  

t h a t  Simon is  a  p a l e  "quas i - r e l i g ious"  and " s a c r i f i c i a l  

f i g u r e "  i n  C h r i s t i a n  terms (63). H e  is a  "weird s a i n t "  

and l i k e  Christ a s  he Fs "haloed i n  h a i r ,  shrouded i n  t h e  

dy ing  l i g h t "  (Hulme 16, 1 7 ) .  Like  Louis  X I V  he is a  

" v i s i b l e  d i v i n i t y "  (Encyclopedia Britannica 500 ) . H i s  

wounds a r e  stigrnata wi th ,  a s  Quayson p o i n t s  o u t ,  hands 



"marked by a network of p ink  s c a r s "  and f e e t  covered i n  

bandages over  "what f e e l  l i k e  ho les"  (Quayson 63; Hulme 

387) .' 
Simon is  a l s o ,  punningly and c o n t r a d i c t o r i l y ,  "Simon 

pake" ( s tubborn  Simon) i n  Maori ( 0 7 ) .  C l e a r l y  "Simon 

should  be looked upon a s  a modern l i t t l e  Maui, t h e  

mischievous hero of  Polynesian t r a d i t i o n  who achieved  

g r e a t  t h i n g s  f o r  t h e  b e n e f i t  of mankind-like slowing down 

t h e  Sun, s t e a l i n g  t i r e  from t h e  guardian goddess Mahuika 

and f i s h i n g  up t h e  North I s l a n d  of New Zealand" ( L e  Cam 

7 5 ) . ' 9 i m o n ' s  life i s  s u r p r i s i n g l y  s i m i l a r  t o  Maui 's .  

Antony Alpers '  compi la t ion  iYdori  Mytns a n d  Tribal Legends 

recounts  many of t h e  s c o r i e s  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  Maui, 

i nc lud ing  "How Maui was Born." " I n  t h i s  s t o r y  Maui 

p r e s e n t s  himself  t o  h i s  e s t r anged  mother Taranga: 

1 d i d  t h i n k  1 was yours,  because 1 know 1 was born  

a t  t h e  edge of  t h e  s e a ,  and you c u t  o f f  a t u f t  o f  

h a i r  and wrapped m e  i n  it and threw m e  i n  t h e  waves. 

A f t e r  t h a t  t h e  seaweed took c a r e  of  m e  and 1 d r i f t e d  

about  i n  t h e  sea, wrapped i n  long t a n g l e s  o f  kelp, 

u n t i l  a b reeze  blew m e  on shore aga in ,  and some 

j e l l y - f i s h  r o l l e d  themselves around m e  t o  p r o t e c t  m e  

on the  sandy beach [ -  - - 1  then my g rea t - ances to r  

Tama n u i  k i  te r a n g i  a r r i v e d  [. . . ]  he came and 



p u l l e d  away t h e  j e l l y - f i s h  and t h e r e  was 1, a  human 

b e i n g !  Well, h e  p i c k e d  m e  up and washed m e  and  t o o k  

m e  home, and  hung m e  i n  t h e  r a f t e r s  i n  t h e  warmth o f  

t h e  f i r e ,  and he  s a v e d  my l i f e .  ( A l p e r s  28-29) 

Maui is cas t  o f f  i n t o  t h e  s e a ,  as i s  Simon. Both a r e  

o rphans  who wash up on s h o r e  a n d  f i n d  a l t e r n a t e  homes. 

J u s t  a s  Tama n u i  k i  t e  r a n q i  r e s c u e s  Maui £rom t h e  beach 

a f t e r  h i s  mother  has  cast him o f f ,  s o  J o e  f i n d s  Simon 

a f t e r  t h e  shipwreck.  J o e  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  d i s c o v e r y  t o  

Kerewin: 

I saw somethinq a t  t h e  water's edge.  1 t h o u g h t ,  ahh 

Ngakau [ h e a r t ] ,  i t ' s  a weed tang le  a q a i n ,  g e t  g o i n g  

[ .  - . ]  Then 1 saw h i s  h a i r  . . . l o n g  t h e n ,  even 

l o n g e r  t h a n  it is now [Hulme's e l l i p s e s ] .  He was 

thrown main ly  clear o f  t h e  w a t e r ,  b u t  a  h i g h  wave 

£rom t h e  r e c e d i n g  t i d e  would d r a q  a t  him. H e  was 

f r o n t  down, h i s  f a c e  t w r s t e d  towards  m e  a s  1 r a n  

s k i d d i n g  o v e r  t h e  s a n d  a n d  weed. There  was s a n d  h a l f  

o v e r  him, i n  h i s  mouth, i n  his ears, i n  h i s  nose .  1 

t h o u q h t ,  1 was q u i t e  sure ,  h e  was dead.  (85)  

Joe t h i n k s  t h a t  Simon i s  a  t a n q l e  of  seaweed l i k e -  

a l t h o u g h  J o e  h i m s e l f  d o e s  n o t  make t h e  connect ion- the  



seaweed t h a t  wraps around Maui. H e  sees Simon's long 

h a i r ,  an image echoing Ta ranga ' s  top-knot and t h e  h a i r  i n  

which s h e  wraps Maui. H e  t h i n k s  t h a t  Simon, a g a i n  l i k e  

Maui, must be dead. Both Simon and Maui, however, a r e  

unexpec ted ly  a l i v e  ( t h i s  makeç them bo th  seem d i v i n e  and 

i n v i n c i b l e ) .  Simon is " g u t t e r s n i p e , "  "gob l in , "  

"quickwi t ted ,  laughingeyed and b r i g h t  a l 1  ways" (21; 39; 

1 0 7 ) .  S i m i l a r l y ,  Maui i s  "nukarau" ( t r i c k s t e r ) ,  and 

"atamai" (qu ickwi t t ed )  and "Maui-the-knowing" (Alpers  

5 0 ) .  Both a r e  impish, and t h e s e  d e s c r i p t i o n s  imply t h a t  

bo th  a r e  a l s o  savvy and capab le  o f  looking a f t e r  

thernselves.  In  t h e s e  d e s c r i p t i o n s ,  n e i t h e r  seems 

vu lne rab le .  

Kerewin and Joe do no t  c a l 1  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  

s i r n i l a r i t y  between Maui and Simon. Perhaps Hulme uses  

t h e i r  f a i l u r e  t o  make t h i s  connec t ion  t o  ernphasise t h a t  

" t h e  Maoritanga has g o t  l o s t  i n  t h e  way [ they ]  l i v e "  

( 6 2 ) .  T h e i r  l a c k  of r e c o g n i t i o n  a l s o  sugges t s  t h a t  they  

f a i l  t o  r ecogn i se  what is Maori i n  Simon because o f  t h e  

whi teness  which i d e n t i f i e s  him more clearly wi th  Pakeha 

c u l t u r e  (621. Hulme p l a c e s  t h e  onus on h e r  r e a d e r  t o  

observe  how Maori Simon is  ( s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  t h e  subtending  

Maori myths a r e  no t  g los sed ,  though less consequen t i a l  

s n i p p e t s  o f  Maori vocabulary a r e ) .  I n  making t h e s e  l i n k s  

w e  a r e  a l s o  r e q u i r e d  t o  d i s c r i m i n a t e  between t h e  



s i q n i f i c a n c e  of two obvious ly  d i f f e r e n t  y e t  s imul taneous  

c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n s  of Simon. On t h e  one hand, he i s  a  

mute Pakeha c h i l d  bea ten  i n t o  a  bloody mess by h i s  Maori 

f a t h e r ,  on t h e  o t h e r  he  i s  a  m y s t e r i o u s l y  i n v i n c i b l e  

" q u t t e r s n i p e "  and "gobl in . "  H e  i s  p a r t  o f  a  p o s t c o l o n i a l  

a l l e q o r y  and a  r e w r i t t e n  c r e a t i o n  myth. A r e a d e r  o r  

c r i t ic  must n e g o t i a t e  t h e  fo l lowinq  i n t e r p r e t i v e  dilemma: 

i f  Simon embodies bo th  Pakeha i n  a  p o s t c o l o n i a l  a l l e q o r y  

and Maui i n  a  c r e a t i o n  myth, i s  t h e  o p t i m i s t i c  r e s o l u t i o n  

of t h e  novel  p o s s i b l e  o r  is one then  l e f t  w i th  bo th  

Pakeha d e s t r u c t i o n  a n d  i n j u r e d  Maori c u i t u r e ?  Hulme 

s t r u q q l e s  t o  p r e s e n t  a  r e c o n s t r u c t e d ,  renewed Maoritanga; 

however, Simon's Pakeha whi teness  i s  obdura te ,  and t h e  

v io l ence  done t o  him i n  t h e  p roces s  of t r y i n g  t o  achieve  

t h i s  renewal is inexo rab l e .  No m a t t e r  how much l i k e  Maui 

he may seem, Simon i s  i n e v i t a b l y  s t i l l  Pakeha i n  a  

p o s t c o l o n i a l  a l l e g o r y .  

The i n j u r i e s  Simon s u s t a i n s  a r e  d e s t r u c t i v e ,  no t  

r e c o n s t r u c t i v e ;  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n s  of  them emphasise 

h a b i t u a l  abuse w i th  no obvious s o l u t i o n ,  and no obvious  

means o f  r e p a r a t i o n .  Joe  b e a t s  " t h e  boy u n t i l  he  q r o v e l s  

on t h e  f l o o r ,  gone beyond beqqing f o r  it t o  s t o p "  ( 1 3 6 ) .  

H e  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  c h i l d  a s  "whi te  and s i c k  w i t h  pa in"  

(136). Kerewin d i s c o v e r s  t h e  s e v e r i t y  o f  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  

b e a t i n g  a  few days  l a t e r :  



by t h e  l ook  of  t h e  s c a r s  on him, i t ' s  a l 1  been go ing  

on f o r  a long  long  t i m e .  Man, 1 w o u l d n l t  bash a dog 

i n  t h e  f a s h i o n  you 've  h u r t  your son .  

I ' d  shoo t  it ,  i f  t h e  b e a s t  was i n c o r r i g i b l e  o r  

a k i l l e r ,  b u t  never  l a c e r a t e  i t  l i k e  that. 

Aue. Joe .  

From t h e  nape of  h i s  neck t o  h i s  t h i g h s ,  and 

a l1  o v e r  t h e  c a l v e s  o f  h i s  l e g s ,  he i s  c u t  and 

wealed- There  a r e  p l a c e s  on h i s  s h o u l d e r  b l a d e s  

where t h e  . . . whatever you used,  you s h i t  . . . 

has  b i t t e n  through t o  t h e  under ly ing  bone. There  

a r e  s o r t  o f  b lood  b l i s t e r s  t h a t  reach  round h i s  r i b s  

on t o  h i s  c h e s t .  

And a n  a r e a  n e a r l y  t h e  s i z e  o f  my hand, t h a t ' s  

a l a r g e  p a r t  o f  t h e  c h i l d ' s  back damn i t ,  t h a t ' s  

i n f e c t e d .  Tt's raw and swol len and l e a k i n g  i n f e c t e d  

lymph. [Hulme' s e l l i p s e s ]  ( 1 4 8 )  

Kerewin's  d e s c r i p t i o n s  make t h e  " g u t t e r s n i p e "  o r  "gobl in"  

c h i l d  a specimen t h a t  can be compared t o  a  b e a t e n  dog. 

He becomes a l 1  lymph and blood b l i s t e r s  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  

Maui-esque god l ing .  

The v i o l e n c e  done t o  Simon's body bo th  humanises and 

d e f a m i l i a r i s e s  t h e  boy. T t  d i v e s t s  the c h i l d  cf h i s  



g o d l i k e  r e ç i l i e n c e  b u t  a l s o  o f  h i s  i n d i v i d u a l i t y .  I t  

makes him a  Pakeha body. Kerewin obse rves  t h a t  

"[slomehow, knowing abou t  t h e  c r o s s h a t c h  of  open weals 

and s c a r s  t h a t  d i s f i g u r e  t h e  c h i l d  has  made him back i n t a  

a  s t r a n g e r "  (151). Violence  punc tua t e s  t h e  novel;  w e  a r e  

r e p e a t e d l y  encouraged t o  e n v i s i o n  t h e  c h i l d ,  a s  Kerewin 

does ,  a s  a  t r a g i c a l l y  darnaged Pakeha s t r a n g e r .  Simon's  

i n j u r i e s  draw Our a t t e n t i o n  back t o  Hulme's a l l e g o r y .  The 

image of t h e  i n j u r e d  wh i t e  c h i l d  s u g g e ç t s  t h a t  t h e  Pakeha 

a r e  a l s o  a l r e a d y  darnaged. The damage t h e y  e f f e c t  i n  Maori 

N e w  Zealand i s  a  p roduc t  o f  t h e i r  own weaknesses and 

i n j u r i e s .  I n  e f f e c t ,  Hulme i m p l i e s  t h a t  Maori c u l t u r e  is 

devas t ed  by an  even more bankrupt  and broken Pakeha  

c u l t u r e .  Simon t h u s  embodies t h e  problems Hulme imagines  

w i t h i n  Pakeha c u l t u r e  as w e l l  a s  becorning a whipping boy 

f o r  Maori f r u s t r a t i o n s .  

The i n j u r i e s  Simon r e c e i v e s  a t  J o e ' s  hands s u g g e s t  

t h a t  h i s  r o l e  a s  whipping boy u l t i m a t e l y  t a k e s  

precedence.  Hulme d e s c r i b e s ,  a lmos t  l y r i c a l l y ,  t h e  

b e a t i n g  t h a t  l e a v e s  Simon deafened:  

The f i r s t  punch h i t  h i s  head. 

H i s  head slammed back i n t o  t h e  door  frarne. 

The punches keep coming, 

Again - 



Again. 

The l i g h t s  and f i r e s  a r e  going ou t .  

H e  weeps f o r  them. 

The blood pours from e v e r p h e r e .  

H e  can f e e l  it s p i l l i n g  from h i s  mouth, h i s  e a r s ,  

h i s  eyes  and h i s  nose,  

The drone of  t h e  f l i e s  g e t s  louder .  

The world has  gone away. 

The n igh t  has corne. ( 3 0 9 )  

Hulme p r e s e n t s  a v i v i d  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  Pakeha bea ten  

c u t  of t h e  Maori world. The Pakeha "sunchi ld"  i s  fo rced  

i n t o  darkness  ( 1 4 2 )  . 
The v io l ence  Hulme p r e s ê n t s  a t  i n s t a n c e s  l i k e  t h e s e  

is s o  g r a p h i c  t h z t  c r i t ics  have o f t e n  been tempted t o  

s u g g e s t  more f i g u r a t i v e  r ~ a d i n g s .  Mary Anne Hughes' 

p o s i t i o n  is  t y p i c a l  of criticism which  r e t r e a t s  from 

v i o l e n c e  t o  t u r n  i n s t e a d  t o  t h e  less h o r r i f i c  a l l e g o r i c a l  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i t  p r e s e n t s :  "Ewlhi le  t h e  a s s a u l t s  on Simon 

a r e  deplored  and r e g r e t t e d ,  t h e y  a r e  a l s o  g l o r i f i e d  a s  

t h e  t r a n s g r e s s i o n  of t h e  boundary between i n t e r n a 1  and 

e x t e r n a l ,  s p i r i t u a l  and m a t e r i a l ,  one human and ano the r .  

T h i s  f l u i d  movement o f  conven t iona l  f u n c t i o n s  and 

c a t e g o r i e s  sugges t s  a space  i n t o  which Maori people  can 

i n s e r t  themselves" ( 5 7 - 5 8 ) .  While embracing t h e  i d e a l  of 



s p i r i t u a l  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ,  Hughes s h i f t s  uncamfor tab ly  

b a c k  and f o r t h  between a c t u a l  "Maori people" and a n  

i m a g i n a r y  s p i r i t u a l  "boundary [ .  . . ]  between one human 

and a n o t h e r . "  She pushes  h e r  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  

t r a n s g r e s s i o n  o f  b o u n d a r i e s  between p e o p l e  ( s k i n  might  be  

a  s u i t a b l e  example o f  s u c h  a  "boundary")  i n t o  t h e  r e a l m  

o f  t h e  " s p i r i t "  i n  which c o n v i c t i o n s  and mythology 

p roduce  a  "meshing of  c u l t u r a l  and  r e l i g i o u s  

b e l i e f s " ( 6 1 ) .  More i n s i g h t f u l l y  t h a n  most,  Hughes 

e n t e r t a i n s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e a d i n g  t h e  n o v e l  " a s  [ a ]  

f a n t a s y "  which r e p r o d u c e s  a  t r a g e d y  i n  which c a t h a r s i s  i s  

n o t  a c h i e v e d  b e c a u r e  o f  u n r e s o i v e d  t e n s i o n  between 

f a n t a s y  and  r e a l i s m  (64-65) .  However, s h e  c o n c h d e s  over-  

o p t i m i s t i c a l l y  t h a t  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  t h e s e  t e n s i o n s  is t h e  

r u p t u r e  o f  " O c c i d e n t a l "  g e n e r i c  c o n s t r a i n t s  and t h e  

p r o d u c t i o n  of a more Maori  n a r r a t i v e  ( 6 5 ) .  Ra ther  t h a n  

acknowledge v i o l e n t  p h y s i c a l  r u p t u r e  s h e  emphas i ses  what 

s h e  rees a s  Hulme's r e s t o r a t i o n  o f  a Maor i - s ty le  " o r a l  

s t r u c t u r e 1 '  ( 6 5 ) .  V i o l e n c e  is l o s t  i n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h e  

Legi t imacy o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  style r a t h e r  t h a n  engag ing  

with t h e  i i t e r a r y  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  v i o l e n t  content, 

D e s p i t e  i ts  Lur id  p r e s e n c e ,  w e  d e p a r t  from Simon's w h i t e ,  

b r u i s e d ,  b e a t e n  and b loody  body, and r e t u r n  t o  t h e  b l a n d  

a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  "The Bone People is a n  e t h n i c  novel"  

(Hughes 6 7 )  . 



Other critics are similarly cornpelled to acknowledge 

the text's violence and yet are also finally reluctant to 

probe the difficulties it raises. For instance, Marianne 

Dever's "Violence as Lingua Franca" also returns us to 

the language of the narrative rather than its content, 

suggesting, like Hughes, that language itself is the site 

o.€ violence: "Hulme's sensitivity to the crisis of post- 

colonialisrn and of biculturalism forces her to approach 

the English language as a site of conflict" ( 2 3 ) .  Dever 

arques (much like many of the critics working on Malouf's 

Gemrny) that "physicàl foras of communication [ .  . . ]  

frequently emerge as tht more significant" (30) .!' She 
uses as example Simon's frequent exchange of kisses with 

~ o e ,  but asserts that "[tlo this can be added the biting, 

kicking and scratching which characterise their quarrels 

and fights" (30). It is clear that Dever avoids 

contemplating Simon's broken nose and jaw in favour of 

framing the novel's violence as more childish and 

innocuous "biting" or "scratching." She also follows a 

common critical path in her insistence that sornething 

positive rnust corne from these "physical forms of 

communication": "underlying this outbreak of violence, 

there is a subtler, stronger, almost atavistic voice 

which speaks a healing language and which offers the 

chance to recover and redeern" (32). In Dever and Hughes 



(and Wilentz, above) there is an insistence on the idea 

that physical violence somehow breaks through into 

spiritual restoration and recovery (an idea akin to the 

Greek tragic catharsis invoked by Hughes) (Hughes 65) . 

Their arguments rely on the assumption that the 

participants in the violence are mythologicslly elevated 

and cornmunicate violently to exorcise problems in Maori- 

Pakeha relations. Impiicitlÿ, the communication is also a 

larger cultural one in which  "atavistic" resentments are 

resolved in a modern cornrnunity. 

The argument for Simon in particular as embodiment 

of reconciliation founders on the extremity of his 

whiteness. He is beaten because he is Pakeha. Even his 

injuries make him seem more white and more like the 

already-damaged Pakeha Hulrne envisions (unlike the 

patient, Gemrny and Tristan whose injuries make them seem 

less white). Kerewin pairs Simon's paleness and blondness 

with images of vulnerability and injury. She sees Simon, 

even when he has not been hit on the face, as "the 

bruised-eyed child" ( 1 3 7 ) .  His face is pale enough that 

it has 3 "waxen depth that accentuates the bruise marks 

of tiredness"(31). His chin seems violently "split" 

rather  than more gently cleft (30). Simon is both 

frightening and unsettlingly blanched, mute and 

defenseless. Kerewin "doesn't like looking at the child. 



One of t h e  mairned, t h e  contarninating" (17). He seems 

abused even b e f o r e  t h e r e  is c o r r o b o r a t i n g  ev idence .  

K e r ~ w i n ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n s  compare Simon's whi teness  w i th  t h e  

bandages used t u  cover  h i s  wounds. He is a s  s t a r t l i n g  a s  

" t h e  s t a r t l i n g l y  whi te"  bandage she p u t s  on h i s  foot 

( 3 0 ) .  

Richard Rhodes writes "about t h e  way i n  which 

whiteness-in m a t e r i a l s  l i k e  rubber ,  s t a i n l e s s  s teel ,  

p a i n t  and paper-can s i g n a l  d e l i c a c y ,  s i c k n e s s  and 

recoverp.  It is about  t h e  i d e a  of  h u r t  and h u r t l s  r e p a i r "  

( 1 ) .  H i s  whiteness  connotes  convalescence.  I r  conveys 

d e l i c a c y  and t h e  d i s t u r b i n g  b r u t a l i t y  i n h e r e n t  i n  images 

L i k e  those  of  "wounded, amputated t o o l s " ( l )  . Rhodes  sees 

i n  whiteness a f a l l o w  t ime a f t e r  i n j u r y ,  an  o p p o r t u n i t y  

t o  recover  from v i o l e n t  a s s a u l t s  of c o l o u r  and t o  cocoon 

i n  whi te  bandages a s  i f  w i t h i n  a  c h r y s a l i s .  However, 

whi teneçs  i t s e l f  is a l s o  v i o l e n t  and v i o l a t i n g ,  carrying 

w i t h  i t  t h e  "remote i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  d e s t r u c t i o n "  (1). The 

nuances of Simon's whi teness  i n d i c a t e  t h e  ambivalent  

q u a l i t i e s  of d e l i c a c y  and b r u t a l i t y  observed by  Rhodes. 

He too seems connected by h i s  whi teness  t o  notions of  

"hurt and h u r t ' s  r e p a i r , "  and even t o  t h e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  

of s i g n i f y i n g  h e a l i n g  while s t i l l  embodying t h e  t h r e a t  of 

o b l i t e r a t i o n ,  amputat ion o r  d e s t r u c t i o n .  What Rhodes' 

obse rva t ions  ada  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  is t h e  n o t i o n  



t h a t  damage, s i c k n e s s ,  i l l n e s s ,  amputa t ion ,  r e c o v e r y  and  

o b l i t e r a t i o n  a re  a l 1  p a r t  o f  w h i t e n e s s  itself, as w e l l  a s  

something imposed on i t .  Thus t h e  v i o l e n c e  done t o  Simon 

is  imposed on h i s  body, b u t  also i n e s c a p a b l y  embedded i n  

it because  w h i t e  a s  a co lour  i s  i t s e l f  p e r c e i v e d  a s  

i n h e r e n t l y  v i o l e n t  and v i o l a t i n g .  Simon is  b e a t e n ,  b u t  h e  

is e m i n e n t l y  beatable b e c a u s e  he is so  w h i t e .  

Even when t h e  e x t r e m i t y  of t h e  v i o l e n c e  Simon 

s u r f e r s  b l o o d i e s  and b r u i s e s  him, Kerewin s t r i v e s  t o  

r e s u r r e c t  h i s  w h i t e n e s s ;  a t  no point d o e s  he seem more 

Maori ,  no t  even  when h i s  s k i n  i s  so b r u i s e d  and s c a r r e d  

cha t  h i s  w h i t e n e s s  i s  i n v i s i b l e .  Thus t h e  w h i t e n e s s  of 

S i m o n ' s  bandages c o v e r s  h i s  i n j u r i e s ,  a l l o w i n g  Kerewin t o  

r e i t e r a t e  t h e  c h i l d ' s  w h i t e n e s s :  

rernernbering t h e  c h i l d ' s  face p a i n s  her .  She h a s  t o  

s t r i p  away t h e  vision o f  how it looked t h e  l a s t  two 

times s h e  saw i t .  The bioody s w o l l e n  mask on t h e  

f l o o r ,  broken nose and b r o k e n  jaw. .And t h e  horrible 

i n d e n t a t i o n  i n  t h e  s i d e  of h i s  s k u l l  where he had 

been srnashed against  t he  door frame. O r  n e a t e n e d ,  

whi tened,  bandaged w i t h  care, b u t  look ing  l i fe less .  

f 3 1 4 )  



The  i n d e n t a t i o n  i n  h i s  s k u l l  makes it c l e a r  t h a t  the 

v i o l e n c e  has  f i n a l l y  p e n e t r a t e d  Simon i r r e p a r a b l y .  

Whi t enes s ' s  in teguments  are  r u p t u r e d  t u  r e v e a l  bones and 

bloody f l e s h .  The r e f e r e n c e  t o  Simon's  f a c e  a s  a mask 

makes it seem a s  though the s i q n s  o f  v i o l e n c e  are an 

a d d i t i o n a l  cover ing  over  t h e  "bruised-eyed,"  and a l r e a d y  

"maimed" Pakeha c o r e  of t h e  boy. I n  t h i s  way, Kerewin 

a l s o  c i r c l e s  back t o  s a n i t i s e d  and d e f a r n i l i a r i s e d  

wh i t enes s  which i s  more concepcual  t h a n  r e a l .  The 

bandages make a  mask over t h e  mask of blood and s w e l l i n g  

so  t h a t  Simon is c o n t a i n r d ,  concea led  2nd made whi te  

a g a i n .  The w h i t e  mask p r e s e r v e s  Simon a s  

damaged/darnaging Pakeha i n  a  p o s t c o l o n i a l  a l l e g o r y .  

The c o n t r a d i c t i o n  between Simon a s  Fakeha v i c t i m  and 

Simon a s  Maori god Maui is i r r e s o l v a b l e .  Simon i s  bea ten  

because he  i s  whi te ;  h e  i s  b e a t e n  f o r  t h e  r o l e  he p l a y s  

i n  a n  a l l e g o r y .  However, t h e  consequences of t h e  

b e a t i n g s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  be ing  a l l e g o r i s e d  a s  w e l l ,  a r e  

t r a n s l a t e d  part-way i n t o  a  mythology i n  which Simon, 

because of h i s  exaggera ted  whi teness ,  never  f u l l y  

p a r t i c i p a t e s ,  Th i s  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  c l e a r  when Simon is  

p r e s e n t e d  as c o n t r a d i c t o r i l y  b o t h  Pakeha "sunchi ld"  ( w i t h  

a l l u s i o n s  t o  Louis XIV) and Maui ( 1 4 2 ) .  Hulrne casts Simon 

i n  t h e  s t o r y  o f  Maui and h i s  b r o t h e r s  b e a t i n g  up t h e  sun 

i n  o r d e r  t o  make t h e  daÿs l o n g e r ,  I n  t h e  myth, 



o u t  r u s h e d  Maui w i t h  h i s  e n c h a n t e d  weapon, a n d  b e a t  

t h e  s u n  a b o u t  t h e  head, and b e a t  h i s  f a c e  most 

c r u e l l y .  The sun  screamed o u t ,  a n d  g roaned  and 

s h r i e k e d ,  and Maui s t r u c k  him s a v a g e  blows,  u n t i l  t h e  

Sun was begg ing  him f o r  mercy [. . . ]  Then a t  l a s t  

when Maui gave t h e  s i g n a l  t h e y  l e t  him go [ .  . . ]  and 

t h e  Sun c r e p t  s l o w l y  and f e e b l y  on h i s  c o u r s e  t h a t  

day,  a n d  h a s  done e v e r  s i n c e .  Hence t h e  d a y s  a r e  

l o n g e r  t h a n  t h e y  f o r m e r l y  were. ( A l p e r s  4 8 )  

I n  Hulme's v e r s i o n ,  Simon-the " s u n c h i l d l ' - i s  b e a t e n  a s  i f  

h e  were t h e  s u n  i t s e l f .  Kerewin describes him: " [ h l i s  

e y e l i d s  are s w o l l e n ,  buddha- l ike  and p u r p l e .  H i s  lower  

l i p  i s  s p l i t ,  and b lood  has  d r i e d  b l a c k l y  i n  t h e  c o r n e r s  

o f  h i s  mouth. B r u i s e s  a c r o s s  t h e  h i g h  boned cheeks  and 

a l r e a d y  t h e y ' r e  d a r k .  H e  has  been s t r u c k  h a r d  and 

r e p e a t e d l y  a b o u t  t h e  f a c e "  ( 1 1 5 ) .  Simon i s  Maui and t h e  

s u n  t h a t  g e t s  b e a t e n .  Images o f  Maui and Pakeha 

" s u n c h i l d "  or Sun King come t o g e t h e r  i n  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  

of a b u s e  t o  p o s i t i o n  Simon i n  a n e o - c r e a t i o n i s t  myth i n  

which Maui r e t a l i a t e s  a g a i n s t  Pakeha ( o r  French)  

c o l o n i s a t i o n  i n  o r d e r  t o  r e - s t a r t  t h e  Maori  day. Simon 

is  b o t h  p a r t  of t h e  new myth and the o b j e c t  o f  t h e  

v i o l e n t  r e t a l i a t i o n  it cal ls  f o r .  When J o e  b e a t s  Simon 



u n t i l  h e  c m  o n l y  r e t r e a t  by c r a w l i n g  w h i l e  J o e  watches  

t h e  " t i r e d  s i c k  way h e  moves, t h e  mess o f  him, h i s  

c r i n g i n g ,  t h e  h i g h p i t c h e d  p a n t i n g  he makes,"  we a r e  

reminded of  how Maui ' s  Sun " c r e p t  s l o w l y  and f e e b l y  on 

h i s  c o u r s e "  (Hulme 175; A l p e r s  48) . But Simon is l i k e  

Maui, and y e t  n o t  Maori  enough. H e  is s t i l l  t o o  rnuch t h e  

" s u n c h i l d , "  and  s o  t o o  French,  o r  t o o  much l i k e  t h e  Sun 

King, Louis  XIV. 

I n  Simon, Hulme p r e s e n t s  a n  o b d u r a t e  Pakeha 

w h i t e n e s s ;  i n  rny n e x t  c h a p t e r  I w i l l  a r g u e  t h a t  O n d a a t j e  

p r e s e n t s  a s i m i l a r l y  o b d u r a t e  w h i t e n e s s  i n  h i c  E n g l i s h  

p a t i e n t .  Hulme c o n s t r u c t s  Simon 's  w h i t e n e s s  i n  o p p o s i t i o n  

t o  Maor iness  i n  o r d e r  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  between 

t h e  two. She i n v e s t i g a t e s  how p o s t c o l o n i a l  Maori i d e n t i t y  

has  been i n f l e c t e d  by Pakeha i n t r u s i o n s  i n  N e w  Zealand.  

Ondaa t j e ,  however, c o n s i d e r s  how w h i t e n e s s  i s  

c o n s t r u c t e d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  £rom t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  i ts  

" o t h e r . "  I n  a  s e n s e ,  h e  examines how something l i k e  

Hulme's c o n s t r u c t i o n  of Pakeha comes a b o u t .  H e  

i n v e s t i g a t e s  t h e  p r o c e s s  by which c e r t a i n  a t t r i b u t e s  

becorne s t e r e o t y p i c a l  and  c o n n o t e  t h e  European ( i n  

Ondaat j el s novei,  t h e  s p e c i f  i c a l l y  English) c o l o n i s t  . 

Unl ike  t h e  e n d i n g s  of The English P a t i e n t ,  

Remembe~inq Babylon a n d  The Unusual L i f 2  of Tr is tan  

S m i t h ,  The Bone People c o n c l u d e s  w i t h  a u t o p i a n  v i s i o n  o f  



Maori f a m i l i e s  re-united d e s p i t e  t h e  f i s s u r e s  c a u s e d  by 

c o l o n i a l i s m  and its legacy i n  N e w  Zealand.  T h e r e  i s  a new 

Maori day t o  replace t h e  "world" t h a t  "goes  away" a n d  t h e  

" n i g h t "  t h a t  cornes f o r  Simon a f t e r  Joe b e a t s  him ( 3 0 9 ) :  

"ka  ao, ka ao, ka  awatea"  ( 4 4 5 )  . C o l o n i a l i s m  is r e p l a c e d  

by a p o s t c o l o n i a l i s r n  i n  which t h e  c o l o n i s e r  i s  

disempowered, pun i shed  and a b j e c t e d  w h i l e  t h e  c o l o n i s e d  

is r e s t o r e d  t o  preerninence.  Hulme's c o n c l u s i o n  s u g g e s t s  

t h a t  Maori and Pakeha remain  d e f i n i t i v e l y  s e p a r a t e .  They 

also rernain Maori and Pakeha.  I n  Kerewin and J o e ,  Hulme 

c e l e b r a t e s  what Emily A p t e r  c a l l s  t y p i c a l l y  p o s t c o l o n i a l  

" ' r e a l '  emanc ipa to ry  [subjects], imbued w i t h  a sense of 

i n d i g e n o u s  i d e n t i t y "  ( 2 1 4  ) . Hulme w r i  tes about  

r e v i v i f y i n g  a p r e - c o l o n i a l  Maori i n d i g e n e i t y .  She i r n p l i e s  

t h e  need t o  r e i n s c r i b e  homogenous n o t i o n s  o f  Maor i  and 

Fakeha i n  order t h a t  Maori c a n  resist t h e  i n f i l t r a t i o n s  

and m i s c e g e n a t i o n s  o f  Pakeha history. Thus, thouqh 

n e i t h e r  Kerewin n o r  J o e  i s  p u r e  Maori  by b lood ,  Hulme 

a s s e r t s  a p u r e l y  Maori " i n d i g e n o u s  i d e n t i t y "  t h a t  is made 

t o  seem more p u r e  i n  c o n t r a s t  with t h e  e x a g g e r a t e d  and  

h y p e r b o l i c  w h i t e n e s s  o f  Simon "pake." Hulme c o n s t r u c t s  

w h i t e n e s s  a s  a  f o i 1  f o r  p o s t c o l o n i a l  Maor iness -  

( C o n t r a s t i n g l y ,  O n d a a t j e ,  Malouf and Carey c h o o s e  t o  

focus on w h i t e n e s s  i n  order  t o  q u e s t i o n  it.) 



Hulme t h u s  c o n c l u d e s  w i t h  a  new b e g i n n i n g  t h a t  i s  

e n t i r e l y  Maori  "TE MUTUNGA-RANEI TE TAKE" ( 4 4 5 ) .  A t  t h e  

f a m i l y  r e u n i o n ,  S imon ' s  d e a f e n e d  head  i s  p r e s s e d  a g a i n s t  

Kerewin ' s  g u i t â r ;  t h e  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  t a k e s  p l a c e  between 

Kerewin a n d  J o e  and it is  l i t e r a l l y  o v e r  S imon ' s  head.  

The mute c h i l d  i s  now a  d e a f e n e d  c h i l d  a s  w e l l ;  i n  t h e  

a l l e g o r y  Maori  now s p e a k s  f o r  Pakeha, a n d  Pakeha c a n n o t  

even p r o p e r l y  h e a r  what i s  being s a i d .  Simon iç no l o n g e r  

d i s c e r n i b l y  like Maui .  He is  a p a l e  a n d  "c rookea  f a c e "  

w i t h  " s i l v e r y  moon h a i r "  ( 4 4 3 ) .  The r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  i s  a  

Maori one  t h a t  i n c l u d e s  Pakeha o n l y  CO a l i m i t e d  e x t e n t ,  

and o n l y  on i t s  own terms. The dawn is a  metaphor f o r  a  

new Maori day ,  n o t  a  new Maori /Pakeha day.  



I t a k e  Hulme's work t o  have been composed 

a l l e g o r i c a l l y ,  b u t  my r ead ing  o f  Simon's  wh i t enes s  

i n v o l v e s  a l l e g o r i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a s  w e l l .  The 

Princeton Egcyclopedia s u g g e s t s  t h a t  a l l e g o r y  "denotes  

two complementary procedures:  a  way of  composing lit. and 

a way of i n t e r p r e t i n g  i t .  To compose a l l e g o r i c a l l y  i s  t o  

c o n s t r u c t  a work s o  t h a t  i ts  appe ren t  s e n s e  r e f e r s  t o  an 

' o t h e r '  s e n s e .  To i n t e r p r e t  a l l e g o r i c a l l y  

( ' a l l e g o r e s i s ' )  i s  t o  e x p l a i n  a work a s  i f  t h e r e  were a n  

' o t h e r '  s e n s e  t o  which it r e f e r r e d "  (31). 

Hulme responds e v a s i v e l y  t h a t  che book was n o t  i n t ended  

t o  be an  "ob l ique  revenge" o r ,  a s  Bryson concludeç,  "at 

l e a s t  no t  c o n s c i o u s l y  so" ( 1 3 3 ) .  However, t h e  i n t e r v i e w  

between Hulme and Bryson s u g g e s t s  t h a t  Simon does, a t  

leas t  i n  p a r t ,  "stand" f o r  Pakeha c u l t u r e  and is t h u s  the 

o b j e c t  of Maori f r u s t r a t i o n s .  Simon is abused a s  though 

he  d e s e r v e s  punishment because he i s  whi te .  

My r ead ing  cou ld  be  s a i d  t o  impose a n o t h e r  European 

a l l e g o r i c a l  r ead ing .  However, 1 i n v e s t i g a t e  whi teness  t a  

sugges t  how it has  been s t e r e o t y p e d ,  n o t  Maoriness i n  

o r d e r  t o  p e r p e t u a t e  European s t e r e o t y p e s  o f  o t h e r n e s s .  

4 Robinson s i m i l a r l y  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  i n j u r e d  male body 

c l e a r l y  r e p r e s e n t s  (and has  r e p r e s e n t e d )  l a r g e r  c u l t u r a l  



issues: "The loqic through which the bodily substitutes 

for the political, and the individual for the social and 

institutional, reveals that the 'markingl of whiteness 

and masculinity has already been functioning as a 

strateqy through which white men negotiate the widespread 

critique of their power and privilege" (6). The injured 

white man becomes "representative of a qeneral populace" 

too, and thus also becomes, to some extent, homogenised 

or even stereotypical (Prentice 45). 

Hulme may even exaggerate Simon's whiteness in order to 

emphasise her own Maoriness, for it is clear that Keri 

Hulms identifies with Kerewin Holmes, the artist and 

wordsrnith who is, like Hulme herself, 7 / 8  Pakeha. (Holmes 

asserts that she is "but an eighth Maori" though she 

claims she feels "al1 Naori"[62].) When The Bone People 

won the Pegasus Award for Maori literature in 1985,  C. K. 

Stead wrote that Hulme used her 1/8 Maoriness to 

legitimate her narrative at a time when Pakeha culture 

was guiltily ceding some authority back to the Maoris: 

"[slhe claims to identify with the Maori part of her 

inheritance-not a disadvantageous identification at the 

present time" (103). Margery Fee suggests instead that 

Hulme uses her ambiguous status to "write herself into a 



Maori" and s o  t o  "rewrite dominant [Pakeha] i deo logy  from 

wi th in"  (19) . 

" Aside from t h e  hurnor o f  t h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n ,  

Kerewin's comment a l s o  r e v e a l s  how deeply  she h e r s e l f  

wants t o  f e e l  " a l 1  Maori" ( 6 2 ) .  

7 The d i scove ry  makes Kerewin aware t h a t  s h e  is "a snob" 

( 9 9 ) .  She r e v e l s  i n  t h e  knowledge of h e r  "whakapapa and 

s o l i d  Lancash i re  and H ~ b r i d e a n  a n c e s t r y "  ( 9 9 ) -  Her 

r e sea rch  i n t o  Simon's  h e r i t a g e  r e a f f i r m s  t h a t  she  

c o n s i d e r s  h e r s e l f  " [ a ]  New Zealander  through and through" 

(49) - 
Qhe Osford History of New Zealand writes t h a t  " d i s e a s e  

[ .  . . ]  must have taken  i t s  t o l l "  because of t h e  

i n t r o d u c t i o n  of  'new' d i s e a s e s  "such a s  dysen te ry ,  

vene rea l  d i s e a s e ,  t u b e r c u l o s i s ,  i n f l u e n z a ,  whooping cough 

[and] measles" ( 4 9 ) .  

' I n  h e r  i n t e r v i e w  wi th  Bryson, Hulme does  observe  t h a t  

"not  eve ry th ing  t h e  pakeha brought was unwelcome. Large 

s e c t i o n s  of  Maori s o c i e t y  o f  t h e  1820s s e i z e d  upon 

a s p e c t s  o f  European c u l t u r e ,  i nc lud ing  t h e  peace fu lnes s  

of  C h r i s t i a n  r e l i g i o n ,  w i t h  a l a c r i t y "  (133). 

10 See a l s o  Huggan o r  Mary Ann Hughes. 

'' P a t r i c i a  G r a c e ' s  Potiki a l s o  re-writes t h e  Maui rnyth. 



'' See f o r  i n s t a n c e  Samar A t t a r  o r  Kathleen Doty and Risto 

Hil tunen .  



C h a p t e r  Two 

The "Eng l i sh"  Patient  

Michael  O n d a a t j e '  s The Eng l i sh  Patient  d e s c r i b e s  a  

man who is  n o t  E n g l i s h ,  L a s l o  Almasy is  Hungarian,  h i s  

s k i n  i s  b u r n t  b l a c k  and y e t  h e  f a s h i o n s  h i m s e l f  as an 

Englishman ànd  is p e r c e i v e d  a s  E n g l i s h  by Hana, h i s  

n u r s e ,  and  Kip, t h e  I n d i a n  s a p p e r .  The p a t i e n t  u s e s  

" E n q l i s h n e s s "  a s  a  d i s g u i s e .  I m p l i c i t l y  i t  h a s  c e r t a i n  

f i x e d  q u a l i t i e s  which h e  d e p l o y s  a n d  which Hana and Kip 

r e c o g n i s e .  Hence t h e  p a t i e n t ,  though b lackened  and 

Hungarian,  d o e s  n o t  s i g n i f y  a l t e r i t y  o r  t h e  b l a c k  s i d e  o f  

a Manichean b i n a r y ;  he  i s  never  t h e  c o l o n i a l  o t h e r .  

I n s t e a d  h e  becomes a n  example o f  how c o l o n i a l  E n g l i s h n e s s  

is  s t e r e o t y p e d ,  and how s t e r e o t y p i c a l  q u a l i t i e s  can be 

s t r a t e g i c a l l y  invoked i n  o r d e r  t o  a f f o r d  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  

t h e  p r i v i l e g e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  b e i n g  E n g l i s h .  T h i s  k ind  

o f  " E n g l i s h n e s s "  is c o n f i n e d  n e i t h e r  t o  t h e  E n g l i s h  n o r  

t o  t h o s e  whose s k i n  is p u r e l y  w h i t e .  I n  t h e  p a t i e n t ,  

O n d a a t j e  s u g g e s t s  how f i c t i o n a l  i d e n t i t i e s ,  drawing o n  

s t e r e o t y p e s  l i k e  t h a t  o f  t h e  E n g l i s h  c o l o n i s t ,  a r e  

c o n s t r u c t e d  and r e c e i v e d .  H i s  work b e g s  one  t o  a s k  how 

f i c t i o n s  of n a t i o n a l  and  r a c i a l  i d e n t i t y  relate t o  



p e r c e p t i o n s  of ep idermal ly  d e f i n e d  n a t i o n a l i t y  and r a c e  

a s  w e l l  a s  t o  c u l t u r a l ,  even c o l o n i a l ,  n o s t a l g i a .  

Ondaa t je  does n o t  p r e s e n t  a  p o s t c o l o n i a l  a l l e g o r y  i n  

t h e  way c h a t  Hulme does .  Ne i the r  does  he  p r e s e n t  a  

pos t co lon ia l i çm which p e r p e t u a t e s  a  b i n a r y  between 

(wh i t e )  s e l f  and ( b l a c k )  o t h e r .  In s t ead ,  he p r e s e n t s  a 

group of  c h a r a c t e r s  d ivorced  from t h e i r  n a t i o n a l  

con tex t s ;  each is d i s t a n c e d  from h i s / h e r  n a t i o n  and home. 

However, "Enql ishness"  becomes a  l o d e s t a r  f o r  these 

c h a r a c t ~ r s - i t  is a  c o n s t r u c t i o n  t o  which they  r e f e r ,  and 

by which they  o r i e n t  themselves.  Ondaa t je  sugges t s  t h a t  

"Engl i shness"  is  something t h a t  a  Canadian, an I t a l i a n -  

Canadian, an Ind ian  and a  Hungarian a l 1  r ecogn i se .  

Despi te  d i f f e r e n t  backgrounds, n a t i o n s  and r a c e s ,  t h e y  

pe rce ive  "Engl ishness"  i n  t h e  same way. Where Simon i s  

c o n s t r u c t e d  as Pakeha by Kerewin and Joe,  t h e  p a t i e n t  is 

both c o n s t r u c t e d  as  whi te  and Engl i sh  by Hana and Kip and 

s e l f - f a s h i o n e d  a s  Engl ish.  (Even t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  self- 

f a sh ion ing  produces an image of  Engl i shness  c o n s t r u c t e d  

from t h e  o u t s i d e  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  a  Hungarian.) 

What, then ,  i s  t h e  n a t u r e  of  Engl i shness  i f  a  man 

bu rn t  b l ack  can  f a s h i o n  himself  a s  t h e  epi tome o f  

c o l o n i a l  whi teness?  How and where do Engl i shness  and 

whi teness  i n t e r s e c t  and what makes t h e  p a t i e n t  Engl ish 

i n s t e a d  o f  "almost the same, b u t  n o t  quite" (Bhabha "Of 



Mimicry and Man1' 86) ? Lorna Irvine notes that the 

"English patient is introduced to us as a 'black body' 

[ 3 ] ,  an image that develops increasing resonance as the 

novel progresses. The adjectives 'English' and 'black' 

clash, emphasising the irony of the conjunction in [Paul] 

Gilroy's title: 'There ain't no black in the Union Jackr'' 

( 1 4 3 ) .  Englishness, particularly colonial Englishness, 

and blackness seem, as Irvine notes and Gilroy jokes, to 

be rnutually exclusive. And yet Ondaatje presents us with 

a black English patient (who is neither black nor 

English), The patient's Englishness relies, in large 

part, on the assurnption that under his blackness he is 

white. Thus one can read Ondaatje as an exarnple of 

Richard Dyer's assertion that whiteness resides in 

"narrative structural positions [ .  . . ]  and habits of 

perception" (12). The patient is perceived as white 

because Ondaatje's narrative (and Hana and Kip's 

descriptions, in particular) present him as English. 

Likewise, the patient seems white and English because 

"habits of perception" link white Englishness wich the 

language the patient speaks and the colonial knowledge he 

reveals. Ondaatje's characterisation suggests that 

Englishness/whiteness are rigid categories but that they 

can also be somewhat elastic depending on what one 

perceives. Ondaatje suggests that there is something 



zbout t h e  p a t i e n t  t h a t  marks him a s  whi te  and 

s p e c i f i c a l l y  Engl i sh  d e s p i t e  t h e  exaggerated b lackness  of 

h i s  s k i n  and whi teness  of  h i s  Hungarian p s t .  

The p a t i e n t  i s  " t h e  man burned b l ack , "  and i n  p l a c e s  

bu rn t  t o  t h e  bone (85; 3 ) .  H e  becornes "a burned animal" 

( 411 ,  a 

man wi th  no f a c e .  An ebony pool.  A l 1  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  

consumed i n  a  f i r e .  P a r t s  of  h i s  burned body and 

f ace  had been sprayed  wi th  t a n n i c  a c i d ,  t h a t  

hardened i n t o  a  p r o t e c t i v e  s h e l l  over  h i s  raw s k i n .  

The a r e a  around h i s  e y e s  was coa ted  wi th  a t h i c k  

l a y e r  of g e n t i a n  v i o l e t .  There was no th ing  t o  

recognize  i n  him. ( 4 8 )  

The p a t i e n t  i s  v i v i d l y  d i s f i g u r e d .  He is black  and p u r p l e  

wi th  v i o l e t  e n c i r c l i n g  h i s  e y e s -  H e  i s  gruesome and y e t  

h i s  blackened s k i n ,  d e s p i t e  i ts  v i v i d  appearance,  e l i d e s  

Alrnasy; it makes him unrecognisab le ,  even i n v i s i b l e .  

Don Randall  and Eleanor  Ty both  sugges t  t h a t  t h e  

blackening of t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  s k i n  makes hirn r e p r e s e n t  t h e  

e r o s i o n  o f  n a t i o n a l  and r a c i a l  boundaries .  Ty writes 

t h a t  he i s  "ü p o s t c o l o n i a i  hybr id"  (14); Randal l  t h a t  

"one may d i s c e r n  a  therne o f  ' i n d i g e n i z a t i o n , '  which would 

f i g u r e  the Engl i sh  p a t i e n t  a s  t h e  symbolic v i c t i m  of 



extreme, identity-destroying cross-cultural experience" 

(142). However, the blackening of the patient's skin does 

not indicate racial transformation, or even hybridity. 

The patient becomes blank, not black. Despite 

distinctive patterns of tannin and gentian violet, he is 

"nameless, almost faceless" and "beyond recognition" (52; 

165). The patient's skin is important for what it 

conceals of Almâsy's Hungarian whiteness. His blackness 

thus becomes a blankness upon which his faux Englishness 

can be imposed. Lurid burns are overlooked in fâvor of 

emphasising how white identity is first obscured and 

second strategically reconstructed.' The patient thus 

never really becomes "black"; he is not figured as 

indigenously African. His blackness becomes another skin 

or carapace-a hard, tannic acid shell. The carapace is 

protective; Alrnasy is safely concealed within. 

Ty writes that though the patient "is supposedly 

English [ -  . . ]  he is not depicted as the subject with 

power. He is helpless and dependent on others for his 

survival" (11). The extremity of the patient's burns 

does make him seem, at first, injured and powerless. He 

lies on his bed "mocking a deathlike posture" (62). He 

seems to ber but is not, a hybrid death-in-life and white 

self in "black" other. The patient is almost abject, for 

as Julia Kristeva writes, the "corpse [. . . ]  is the 



utmost o f  a b j e c t i o n .  It is  d e a t h  i n f e c t i n g  l i f e .  

Abjec t . "  ( 4 )  . What rnakes t h e  co rpse  a b j e c t ,  however, is 

no t  t h a t  it i s  dead, but  r a t h e r  t h a t  i t  rerninds us  of  t h e  

" t h r e a t "  of  d e a t h  t h a t  "beckons t o  u s ,  and ends up 

engu l f ing  us" (Kr i s t eva  4 ) .  The c o r p s e  is a b j e c t  

because,  though we would d i v o r c e  o u r s e l v e s  from our  own 

m o r t a l i t y ,  it rerninds us t h a t  d e a t h  can overcome u s .  

Death i s  a l s o  a b j e c t  because i t  " d i s t u r b s  i d e n t i t y ,  

system, o r d e r "  where a  l a c k  of c l e a n l i n e s s  o r  h e a l t h  

sornetimes do nor (Kr i s t eva  4 ) .  But t h e  immobile, b u r n t  

p a t i e n t  does  no t  d i s t u r b  o r d e r  o r  i d e n t i t y .  The v i l l a  is 

o rgan i sed  around h i s  alrnost ( b u t  n o t  q u i t e )  d e a t h  and 

a p p a r e n t l y  (Dut not  r a c i a l l y )  b l ack  s k i n .  Far from 

powerlessness ,  the p a t i e n t  en joys  t h e  power and p r i v i l e g e  

of n i s  c e n t r a l i c y .  H i s  p resence  imposes order  where t h e r e  

might o the rwi se  be none. 

I f  t h e  " a b j e c t  i s  what t h e  s u b j e c t  s e e k s  t o  expe l  i n  

o r d e r  t o  ach ieve  an  independent  i d e n t i t y , "  one can 

sugges t  t h a t  u l t i m a t e l y  t h e  p a t i e n t  does n o t  s t r u g g l e  t o  

expe l  anyth ing  (Brooker 1). The p a t i e n t  does n o t  t r y  t o  

expe l  anyth ing  i n  h i s  b lackness .  Ra ther  t h a n  s t r i v e  f o r  

an "independent i d e n t i t y , "  h i s  e f f o r t s  t o  c o n t a i n  bo th  

Hungarian and Englishman i n  h i s  misleadinq blackened 

s h e l l  make his i d e n t i t y  contingent, p a r t i c u l a r l y  upon how 

o t h e r s  i n t e r p r e t  him. Hana and Kip rnake him Engl i sh ,  b u t  



also re-position their own identities vis-a-vis that 

Englishness. Thus, the patient is an agent of stability, 

even security, not explosive challenges to boundaries 

(either his own, or those of the individuals around him). 

He is a "desert European" who becomes English (135). His 

white identity is taken for granted despite his 

disfiguring injuries. He is not a commingling of white 

self and black other. Abjection implies a lack of 

containment and a rupturing of boundaries; it "does not 

respect borders, positions, rules" ( K r i s t e v a  4) . But the 

patient re-affirms borders and rules- In his 

"Englishness," he re-establishes an order with which Hana 

and Kip are familiar. In his blackness he indicates the 

impermeability and impenetrability of his disguise. 

It is this impenetrability that has led so many 

critics to respond aptly to the patient's blackened skin 

as a blank screen but also, Less profitably, to imply 

that the patient is an absence behind that screen. 

Stephen Scobie perspicaciously writes that "Almasy 

projects a fiction of identity ont0 the blank screen of 

his own burned body" ( 9 9 ) .  However, Jeanne Delbaere 

writes that "[njameless, faceless, his past erased, his 

body burned beyond recognition, the English patient is 

the epitome of selflessnessl' (471 and Rufus Cook that the 

"English patient t s  [. . .] the most thoroughly negated 



o r  n u l l i f i e d  c h a r a c t e r  i n  t h e  nove l .  H e  has  been 

s t r i p p e d  of h i s  memory, of h i s  s e n s e  of pe r sona l  

i d e n t i t y ,  o f  h i s  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  p h y s i c a l  f e a t u r e s "  ( 4 6 ) .  

De lbae re ' s  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  p a t i e n t  a s  " s e l f l e s s "  and 

Cook's c l a im  t h a t  he i s  " n u l l i f i e d "  a r e  mis lead ing .  The 

p a t i e n t ' s  r a c i a l  and n a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t y  a r e  concea led  by 

t ann ins ,  bu t  he has  a  " s e l f ,  " he has  memory and he has  a  

h i s t o r y . '  Indeed,  t h e r e  would be no book i f  t h e r e  were 

no " s e l f , "  no c h a r a c t e r  under t h e  s k i n ,  o r  no "Engl ish"  

p a t i e n t .  The p a t i e n t  t a l k s  and t h i n k s  about  himself  ( o r  

about  h i s  w r i t i n g s  i n  t h e  margins of Herodotus '  

Histories) c o n t i n u a l l y .  He is  c o n t i n u a l l y  t r y i n g  t o  

c o n s t r u c t  h imself  i n  a  c e r t a i n  way. H e  i s  on ly  

rnisperceived as  a b s e n t  becàuse of h i s  blackened s k i n .  

C r i t i c a l  m i spe rcep t ion  of t h e  p a t i e n t  r e v e a l s  a  

p o s t c o l o n i a l  b i a s .  Gene ra l l y ,  p o s t c o l o n i a l  criticism 

va lues  t h e  e r o s i o n  o f  boundar ies .  Fox i n s t a n c e ,  Tom 

Penner a s s e r t s  t h a t  t h e  p a t i e n t  i s  "an unreadable  

enigrna," bu t  c o n s t r u e s  t h i s  i n e f f a b i l i t y  a s  p o s i t i v e  

( 7 8 ) .  Penner s u g g e s t s  t h a t  i n e f f a b i l i t y  a l l ows  crit ics t o  

e n v i s i o n  a  man u n f e t t e r e d  by t h e  c o n s t r a i n t s  o f  h i s t o r y  

and memory. S i m i l a r l y ,  Raymond Younis writes t h a t  " i n  t h e  

P a t i e n t ' s  ' f a c e l e s s n e s s '  and i n  t h e  m u l t i p l e  i d e n t i t i e s  

t h a t  can be p r o j e c t e d  o n t 0  t h i s  t abu l a  r a s a ,  s o  t o  speak,  

Ondaat je  p rov ides  a s t a r k  and v i v i d  image o f  t h a t  f r eedon  



from the constraints of 'nationhood'" ( 4 ) .  He adds that 

"the differences between the nations (Germany, Britain, 

Hungarÿ) dissolve or de-construct in the Patient's 

expressionless and faceless countenance" (Younis 4 ) .  

Rather than interpret the patient's blackness as an 

epidermal transformation rich in historical significance, 

or consider the efforts of other characters to make the 

patient white and English, critics insist on his 

blankness and assume his lack of affiliation with any 

nation. However, the patient does not embody 

nationlrssness, but rather the allure of English colonial 

identity. His Englishness demonstrates the pervasiveness 

o f  colonial England's self-defining discourse. 

Boundaries between self and other (the very boundaries 

that Penner and Younis hope are superseded) are 

reiterated as the patient is constructed as the epitome 

of English whiteness. 

Cook also suggests that Ondaatje's "present is 

actually only a replica or reenactment, and that genuine 

identity or meaning is always to be found elsewhere" 

( 3 8 ) .  In turn, the patient's identity is not "genuine" 

but deferred. We can only understand him by reference to 

the memories and histories with which he is associated. 

His identity is not clear from his body; it is 

established with information from "elsewhere." Hana and 



Kip interpret the patient by making assumptions about his 

race and nationality based on his use of cultural and 

rhetorical tropes. They recognise an Englishman in him. 

Scobie, Delbaere, Cook, Penner and Ycunis interpret the 

patient as one who has escaped nationality or "Erase[d] 

nations!" (139). That they suggest this escape is 

desirable and possible-even though it seems the patient 

himself concludes the opposite in choosing to make 

hirnself English-impliês their investment in rnaking hirn 

absent. For critics, to read the patient as white or 

"English" is to acknowledge that he is not nationless and 

that, rather than celebrating a nationless moment, 

Ondaatje is describing the persistent influence of 

English colonialism. Hana and Kip's efforts to identify 

the patient suggest that they want to see him as English; 

the patient is thus also subject to their desire to 

describe him in terms of an idealised and stereotypically 

constructed nationality. 

The English patient is a construction of what a 

Hungarian, a Canadian and an Indian perceive as "typical 

Englishness." Hana allows the patient to have a kind of 

authority over her, like that of a parental nineteenth- 

century Enqland over colonies that the empire portrayed 

as child-like. When Hana first meets the patient he is 

still under suspicion and is questioned by Allied 



off icers. They are u n s u r e  w h a t  t o  make of him, f o r  " [hl e 

had rambled on, d r i v i n g  them rnad, t r a i t o r  o r  ally, 

leaving them never q u i t e  sure who h2 was" ( 9 6 ) .  Hana 

a l s o  tries t o  e s t a b l i s h  h e r  p a t i e n t ' s  i d e n t i t y :  

Who a r e  you? 

1 don1 t know. You keep asking  me. 

You s a i d  p u  were E n g l i s h .  ( 5 )  

Çhs f i n a l l y  a s s e r t s  t h a t  h e  i s  E n g l i s h  r a t h e r  than  

q u e s t i o n  h i s  i n d e t e r m i n a c y .  Rana thinks " [ e l v e r y t h i n g  

abouc him was very E n g l i s h  e x c e p t  f o r  the t a c t  t h a t  his 

s k i n  was t a r r e d  black, a bogman from h i s t o r y  among t h e  

i n t e r r o g a t i n g  o f f i c e r s "  ( 961 .  Her "[e]verything abou t  

h im  was v e r y  E n g l i s h "  is l a r g e l y  u n s u b s t a n t i a t e d .  The 

p a t i e n t  speaks English,  and his w r i t i n g s  i n  the  margins  

of Herodotus are, a p p a r e n t l y ,  i n  E n g l i s h  (971.  Hana 

overlooks e v i d e n c e  t h a t  t h e  p a t i e n t  may be  other t h a n  

E n g l i s h  and imagines  hirn as  b o t h  v u l n e r a b l e  and g u a r d i a n  

She makes hirn a  strange combination of p a t e r n a l i s t i c  

English p r o t e c t o r  and h e r  own father, who d i e s ,  she  

imagines ,  as  scorched a s  t h e  p a t i e n t  himself: " [ s l o  

burned  t h e  b u t t o n s  of h i s  shirt were p a r t  of  h i s  skin, 

part of his dear chest" ( 2 9 5 ) .  



Hana reads to the patient from the villa's library, 

choosing books that are familiar to him, including 

English colonial narratives like Robinson Crusoe and 

K i m . %  The patient is irnplicitly identified with the 

novels Hana reads; his ability to explain them makes hirn 

like the colonists within them. The patient coaches Hana 

in her r e a d i n g  of Kipling a n d  his familiarity w i t h  the 

novel, perhaps more than anything, makes him English to 

Hana: "Read him slowly, dear girl, you must read Kipling 

slowly [ .  . . ]  Your eye is too quick and North American" 

(94). His knowledge of Enqlish literature (and how he 

marks the difference of Hana's "North American" sye) 

makes the patient seem English. He a l so  explains the Sam- 

Zarnrnah cannon .  Hana writes t h e  explanation on a flyleaf 

in Kim as though both  patient and explanation had become 

part of Kipling's story: "He says the gun-the Zan-Zammah 

cannon-is still there o u t s i d e  the  rnuseum in Lahora. Thare 

were two guns, made up of m e t a l  cups and bawls taken from 

every Hindu household in the city-as j i z y a ,  or t a x .  

These wsre me1 ted down and made in t o  t h e  guns" ( 1 1 8  ) . 
Irvine writes that Ondaatje "investiqates 'the white 

man's burden' to demonstrate sonie of the connections 

between literature and the history of imperialism" (139). 

She suggests that Ondaatje and Edward Said (in his 

vritings on Kim) "both l o o k  i n  various ways at the 



structural and c o n t e x t u a l  e f f e c t s  o f  imper ia l i sm on 

l i t e r a r y  genres"  (139)."he p a t i e n t  becornes p a r t  o f  an 

imperial n a r r a t i v e  w i t h i n  t h e  p o s t c o l o n i a l  n a r r a t i v e  

Ondaa t je  creates. Ln a d d i t i o n ,  Almasy's d i a r y  i n  t h e  

rnargins of Hsrodotus '  Histories makes him an i m p e r i a l i s t  

h i s t o r i a n  l i k e  Herodotus who, though p o r t r a y i n g  "cul-de- 

s a c s  w i t h i n  t h e  sweep of h i s t o r y , "  i s  s t i l l  p o r t r a y i n g ,  

mapping and assuming c o n t r o l  over  those "cul-de-sacs" 

(119)  . 

L i k e  Hana, Kip looks  t o  t h e  p a t i e n t  t o  assume the 

role of guardian who is i m p l i c i t l y  an Engl i sh  c o l o n i a l  

"p ro t ec to r " ;  l i k e  Hana he  wants t h e  p a t i e n t  t o  r e p l a c e  a 

l o s t  p a r e n t ,  sorneone who was " l i k e  a  f a t h e r "  ( 2 7 1 )  . He 

si ts  by the p a t i e n t ' s  bed i n  what seems t o  be "a r e v e r s a i  

o f  Kim. The young s t u d e n t  was now Ind ian ,  t h e  wise old 

t e a c h e r  was Engl i sh"  (111). The p a t i e n t  is perceived as  

" w i s e ,  ' as a  t e a c h e r ,  and ,  rnost impor t an t ly ,  a s  Engl i sh .  

The t a b l e a u  of s tudent / recumbent  t e a c h e r  is a metaphor 

f o r  c o l o n i a l  p o l i t i c s .  A i l i n g  England l i es  i n  h e r  bed, 

d i s p e n s i n g  a d v i c e  t o  h e r  soon t o  be independent s t u d e n t ,  

I n d i a .  B u t  this a i l i n g  Pater o f  t h e  c o l o n i e s  a l s o  h a s  a 

mi s s iona ry  and C h r i s t i a n  i m p e r a t i v e  wi th  which t o  j u s t i f y  

h i s  c o l o n i a l  i n t r u s i o n s .  Thus t h e  p a t i e n t  is a l s o  I s a i a h ,  

s i n g i n g  a p t l y  i n t o  Kip's e a r  " [ b l e h o l d ,  the l o r d  w i l l  

carry thee away wi th a m i g h t y  captivi  t y ,  and He w i l l  



surely covsr thee. Hs w i l l  surely v i o l e n t i y  turn and 

toss thee  like a bal1 i n t o  a large country" (294) . K i p  

is indeed  " l i k e  a b a l l "  thrown i n t o  a " l a r g e  country"  by  

t h e  Engl i sh .  He i s  thrown i n t o  a war i n  which he  f i g h t s  

f o r  Englishmen whom he imagines are honorable,  bu t  

f i n a l l y  dec ides  a r e  not. Like Hana and Caravaggio, he 

p a r t i c i p a t e s  f o r  t h e  good o f  a coun t ry  t h a t  is n o t  h i s  

own. 

Caravaggio s u g g e s t s  t h a t  " [ t l h e  t r o u b l e  wi th  a l1  of 

us  i s  w e  a r e  where w e  s h o u l d n ' t  be .  What are w e  doing i n  

A f r i c a ,  i n  I t a l y ?  What is Kip doinq d ismant l ing  bombs in 

orcha rds ,  f o r  God's sake? What is he doing f i g h t i n g  

Engl i sh  wars?" (122) .  What a re  any of thern doing f i g h t i n g  

Engl i sh  wars? They t u r n  t o  the "Engl ish"  p a t i e n t  f o r  

e x p l a n a t i o n .  They need "Engl i shness"  t o  j u s t i f y  t h e  war 

i t s e l f .  They h o p  t h a t  Engl i shness  provides a  c e n t r e  t o  

what i s  no longer an i m p e r i a l  world.  Throuqh t h e  

response  o f  t h e s e  " i n t e r n a t i o n a l  b a s t a r d s "  to t h e  war, 

Ondaa t je  sugges t s  one effect of l o s s  of empire: the 

c o l o n i s e d ' s  n o s t a l g i a  f o r  what s / h e  wanted t o  b e l i e v e  of  

t h e  c o l o n i s e r .  Thus Kip, on t h e  one hand, r e s e n t s  what it 

t a k e s  t o  b e  pukkah bu t ,  on t h e  o t h e r ,  s t i l l  i m p l i c i t l y  

v a l u e s  what he b e l i e v e s  England to be {283 ) .  J u s t  a s  

S a h a n  Rushdie, w r i t i n g  from England, can d e s c r i b e  

" I n d i a s  o f  the mind," s o  Ondaat je  p r e s e n t s  u s  h e r e  w i th  



four characters who create Englands "of the mind" and, 

more pertinently, Englishmen "of the mind" (10). For al1 

four characters, postcolonial resentment of the English 

is imbricated with nostalgia for the image of Englishness 

disseminated by colonists, 

Kip does not pay attention when the patient observes 

that his and Kip's predicamcnts are similar. The patient 

asserts: "Kip and 1 are both international bastards-born 

in one place, but choasing to live elsewhere. Fighting to 

get back to or to get away from our homelands al1 our 

lives. Though Kip doesn't recognize that yet. That's why 

we get on so well together" (176) . 5  Kip does not 

recognise that he and the patient are similarly 

diasporic. Kip is so certain that the patient is an 

Englishrnan that he stubbornly ignores Caravaggio's 

insistence that the patient "isn't an Englishman"; he 

takes solace in his conviction of the patient's English 

identity and in the intelligence and morality he thinks 

Englishmen have (285) . Kip is only convinced that he has 
misconstrued the patient after the bombing of Hiroshima; 

only then does he recognise that he has been convinced by 

a fallacious ideal. However, it is the "goodness" of the 

Enqlish ideal that he questions, not the Englishness of 

the patient: 



I s a t  a t  t h e  f o o t  o f  t h i s  bed and l i s t e n e d  t o  you, 

un cl^. These l a s t  months. When 1 was a  k id  I d i d  

t h a t ,  t h e  same t h i n g  [ .  . . ]  1 grew up w i t h  

t r a d i t i o n s  from my coun t ry ,  bu t  l a t e r ,  more o f t e n ,  

from your c o u n t r y ,  Your f r a g i l e  wh i t e  i s l a n d  t h a t  

wi th  customs and manners and books and p r e f e c t s  and 

reason somehow conve r t ed  t h e  rest of  t h e  world .  You 

s tood  for p r e c i s e  behaviour .  1 knew i f  1 l i f t e d  a 

teacup  wi th  t h e  wrong f i n g e r  I ' d  be ban ished .  I f  I 

t i e d  t h e  wrong kind of knot i n  a t i e  1 was o u t .  Was 

i t  j u s t  s h i p s  t h a t  gave you such power? Was i t ,  a s  

rny b r o t h e r  s a i d ,  because you had h i s t o r i e s  and 

p r i n t i n g  p r e s s e s ?  

You and then  t h e  Arnericans conver ted  u s .  With 

your mi s s ions ry  r u l e s .  And Ind ian  s o l d i e r s  wasted 

t h e i r  lives a s  heroes so  t h e y  could  be pukkah. You 

had wars Like c r i c k e t .  How d i d  you f o o l  u s  i n t o  

t h i s ?  (283) 

Kip d e s c r i b e s  t h e  problem of  b e l i e v i n g  c o l o n i a l  r h e t o r i c .  

R e i t e r a t i n g  a f a r n i l i a r  c r i t i q u e  o f  co lon i a l i sm ,  Kip 

denounces t h e  "customs and  manners" from t h e  " f r a g i l e  

whi te  i s l a n d "  which t a k e  preceaence  ove r  t h o s e  on t h e  

Ind i an  sub-cont inen t .  Eng l i sh  s choo l s ,  w i th  p r e f e c t s  and 

Engl i sh  books, d i s s e m i n a t e  Eng l i sh  i deo logy  and, a s  Kip's 



f r u s t r a t i o n  h e r e  m a k e s  c l e a r ,  t a k e  h o l d  s o  t h a t  c r i c k e t  

games ( o r  E n g l i s h  wars) become more i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  I n d i a n  

l i v e s .  The " p r i n t i n g  p r e s s e s "  a l l o w  f o r  b i a s e d  

r e p r o d u c t i o n s  of h i s t o r y  which c e l e b r a t e  t h e  E n g l i s h  i n  

n a r r a t i v e s  a s  m i s l e a d i n g  a s  t h e  C o l o n i a l  F a i r y t a l e  

produced t o  e x p l a i n  Gemmy i n  Rsmembering Babylon. Kip 

fee ls  h e  has  been t r i c k e d  i n t o  b e l i e v i n g  i n  something 

t h a t  is n o t  t r u e  o r  real; h e  h a s  been t r i c k e d  i n t o  

b e l i e v i n g  i n  c o l o n i a l  r h e t o r i c ,  H e  h a s  also been t r i c k e d  

i n t o  b e l i e v i n g  i n  t h e  ç t e r e o t y p e  o f  t h e  E n g l i s h  c o l o n i s t .  

And y e t ,  d e r p i t e  h i s  d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t ,  Kip d o s s  n o t  

q u e s t i o n  t h e  E n q l i s h n e s s  o f  t h e  p a t i e n t .  For Kip, t h e  

p a t i e n t  has been r e a s s u r i n g l y  EngLish and m o r a l l y  "good"; 

he  remains  c o n v e n i e n t l y  E n g l i s h  when Kip n e e d s  someone t o  

blame f o r  t h e  d r o p p i n g  of t h e  bomb on Hiroshima.  

Cr i t i c s  I i k e  I r v i n e  a r e  s u r p r i s e d  by O n d a a t j e ' s  

r e f e r e n c e  to t h e  bombing o f  Hiroshima:  "ne had s i m p l y  n o t  

been p r e p a r e d  f o r  t h i s  o p e n l y  p o l i t i c a l  i s s u e "  ( 1 4 2 )  .' 
More p e r t i n e n t l y ,  n e  a r e  n o t  p r e p a r e d  t o  t h i n k  about t h e  

p a t i e n t  a s  a t h r e a t .  We are  n o t  p r e p a r e d  f o r  t h e  

i n t r u s i o n  o f  r a c i a l i s e d  v i o l e n c e  of which t h e  p a t i e n t  

seems t o  be b o t h  a g e n t  a n d  v i c t i m .  The patient's i n j u r i e s  

a r e  c l e a r l y  l i k e  t h o s e  s u s t a i n e d  by v i c t i m s  o f  t h e  a t o m i c  

bomb. E i s e i  Isnikawa w r i t e s  o f  a t o m i c  f l a s h  b u r n s  a t  

Hiroshima and Nagasaki: b u r n t  skin can l e a v e  a " r e d d i s h ,  



light black-brown shiny s u r f a c e , "  w h i l e  e x t r e m e l y  i n t e n s e  

t h e r m a l  enerqy l e a d s  "ta c a r b o n i z a t i o n "  ( I s h i k a w a  1 2 0 ) .  

L i k e  a  bomb v i c t i m ,  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  " b l a c k  body" is s o  

" d e s t r o y e d "  t h a t  h e  becomes a l i v i n g  "corpse"  (3 ;  4 5 ) .  H e  

is b u r n t  t o  t h e  bone and  i n  p l a c e s  i s  " redd i sh-b lack"  o r  

" sh iny"  s o  t h a t  Hana d e s c r i b e s  him a s  " t h e  c o l o u r  o f  

a u b e r g i n e "  ( 4 ;  48;  4 ) .  H i s  f l e s h  seems v o l c a n i c ;  he is 
- 

" p u r e  carbon" (109) . '  And y e t  h e  is not  p e r c e i v e d  a s  

black a r  o t h e r  because  h e  f a s h i o n s  h i m s e l f  a s  E n g l i s h .  

L i k e  Simon i n  The Bons Peopls, t h e  p a t i e n t  t a k e s  ~ h e  

Slarns f o r  t h e  ~ h i n g s  w h i t e  c o l o n i s t s  have done.  

For Kip,  the E n q l i s h  p a t i e n t ,  though he  resernbles  a 

bomb v i c t i m ,  i s  i r r e v o c a b l y  t h e  a g g r e s s i v e  E n g l i s h  

i r n p e r i a l i s t .  K i p  looks  a t  t h e  p a t i e n t  and  e n v i s i o n s  

streets t h a t  a r e  "full of fire. Tt r o l l s  across c i t i e s  

l i k e  a b u r s t  map, t h e  h u r r i c a n e  of h e a t  withering b o d i e s  

a s  i t  meets them, t h e  shadow o f  humans s u d d e n l y  i n  t h e  

a i r .  T h i s  t r e m o r  of Western wisdom" ( 2 8 4 ) .  Even a s  h e  

flees t h e  v i l l a ,  Kip c a n n o t  escape h i s  v i s i o n  of 

Hiroshima.  However, t h e  i n e s c a p a b l e  v i s i o n  is e x p l i c i t l y  

linked with t h e  p a t i e n t ;  Kip " f e e l s  h e  c a r r i e s  t h e  body 

of t h e  Englishman w i t h  h im  [. . . I  it sits  on the p e t r o l  

tank f a c i n g  him, t h e  b l a c k  body i n  an embrace w i t h  h i s "  

( 2 9 4 ) .  The two, bomb and Englishman,  p e r p l e x i n g l y ,  are 



one, but the patient's "black body" inexorably also 

belongs to "a white nation" (286) . 

After the bombinq of Hiroshima, Kip rethinks 

"Enqlishness" (which he now sees as corrupt and self- 

serving) and decides that its attitudes are not limited 

to the English. "Englishness" is cultivated in the 

colonial practices o f  other nations: "American. French, 1 

don't care. When you start bombing the brown races of the 

world, you're an Enqlishman. Lou had King Leopold of 

Belgium and now you hsve fuckinq Harry Truman of the USA. 

'fou al1 learned it from che English" (2861 . He arques 

that brutalities inflicted by one nation on another are 

"English" because they suggest that the aggressor is 

superior and has the right to exploit (as King Leopold II 

did the rubber workers in the Congo) or bomb (as the 

Americans do at Hiroshima). As David Williams observes, 

the "sapper from India who has spent the war in Kent and 

Sussex disposinq of German bornbs cornes to see the Bomb 

itself as another instrument of Western heqemony, like 

the ships, the printing presses and written history" 

( 3 0 ) .  The bomb is a colonial instrument and Kip insists 

that the Americans "would never have dropped such a bomb 

on a white nation" (286) . Thus for Kip "white" becomes 

synonymous with "English" colonialism and both are thus 



synonymous w i t h  what Wi l l i ams  c a l l s  t h e  r a c i a l  i n e q u a l i t y  

of Western hegemony. 

The p a t i e n t  le ts  Kip blame him f o r  t h e  wrongs " w h i t e  

n a t i o n [ s I w  have committed.  Kip a c c u s e s  t h e  p a t i e n t :  " I n  

my c o u n t r y ,  when a f a t h e r  b r e a k s  j u s t i c e  i n  two, you k i l l  

t h e  f a t h e r "  (285)  . The p a t i e n t ,  u n e x p e c t e d l y ,  i s  w i l l i n g  

t o  be b o t h  f a t h e r  and  t h e  Englishman Kip b e l i e v e s  him t o  

be. Kip p o i n t s  t h e  r i f l e  a n d  t h e  p a t i e n t  r e s p o n d s ,  as  i f  

a c t u a l l y  g u i l t y  f o r  c o l o n i a l  h i s t o r y  and  f o r  t h e  bombing 

of Hiroshima,  " [ d l o  i t "  ( 2 8 5 ) .  The p a t i e n t ' s  w i l l i n g n e s s  

ro  accept r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  s u g g e s t s  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which he  

h a s  r e - f a s h i o n e d  h i m s e l f .  H i s  admiss ion  of  g u i l t  i s  â l s o  

h i s  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  E n g l i s h  i d e n t i t y  a n d  of t h e  c u l p a b i l i t y  

i t s  p r i v i l e g e  i m p l i e s .  Tt r e v e a l s  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which he 

b e l i e v e s  h i s  own s e l f - r e f a s h i o n i n g .  He t o o ,  i t  seems, 

h a s  conv inced  h i m s e l f  t h a t  h e  is a n  Englishman.  Almasy 's  

s e l f - f a s h i o n i n g  t a k e s  p l a c e  i n  t h r e e  phases :  f i r s t  he  

t r ies  (and  f a i l s )  t o  make himseLf n a t i o n l e s s ;  second,  h e  

tries (and  f a i l s )  t o  e f f a c e  h i m s e l f ;  t h i r d ,  h e  tries (and  

l a r g e l y  s u c c e e d s )  t o  f a s h i o n  h i m s e l f  as t y p i c a l l y  

E n g l i s h .  The t h i r d  phase  i s  b o t h  s t r a t e g i c  ( h e  needs  t o  

d i s g u i s e  h i m s e l f  a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  war) and a cop-out .  H e  

d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  E n g l i s h  c o l o n i a l  i d e o l o g y  

and r h e t o r i c  by showing t h a t ,  f o r  a p r i v i l e g e d  "whi te"  



man, it i s  e a s i e r  t o  become s t e r e o t y p i c a l l y  Engi i sh  than  

t o  become n a t i o n l e s s .  

A t  f i r s t ,  t h e  p a t i e n t  i s  convinced t h a t  amidst  t h e  

d e s o r t ' s  s h i f t i n g  and un-mapped sands  (sands t h a t  he 

hirnself ,  p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  is i n  t h e  process  of mapping) he 

could  become " h i s  own inven t ion"  o r  " n a t i o n l e s s  " (246; 

1 3 8 ) .  He uses  t h e  d e s e r t  a s  a  p l a c e  i n  which t o  h i d e  

from t h e  "defor rn[ i ty ]"  produced "by n a t i o n  s t a t e s "  ( 1 3 8 ) .  

He uses  t h e  d e s e r t  t o  h i d e  from " the  deformitÿ"  of h i s  

whi teness ,  and y e t  he i s  s t i l l  a  c o l o n i s t  mapping t h e  

d e s e r t  f o r  t h e  B r i t i s h  Royal Geographical  Soc ie ty .  He 

i d e n t i f i e s  wi th  Pico d e l l a  Mirandola ( "  [ t ]  ha t  was my 

nickname a s  a  kid .  Pico") who a rgues  t h a t  God l e a v e s  man 

t h e  free w i l l  t o  f a sh ion  h imse l f ,  t o  make o r  unmake 

h imse l f :  " [ w l e  have made you n e i t h e r  of heaven nor  of 

e a r t h ,  n e i t h e r  mor t a l  nor  immortal, s o  t h a t  you may, a s  

t h e  f ree and e x t r a o r d i n a r y  shape r  of your se l f ,  f a sh ion  

y o u r s e l f  i n  t h e  form you w i l l  p r e f e r "  (Ondaat je  57; 

Mirandola 2 2 ) .  Like Mirandola,  t h e  p a t i e n t  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  

he can c o n s t r u c t  h imse l f  a s  he likes; he c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  

i dea  t h a t  he could  escape  n a t i o n a l i t y  a l t o g e t h e r .  

H i s  e f f o r t s  t o  e scape  n a t i o n  prove impossible ,  s o  he 

tries t o  disown h i s  i d e n t i t y ,  Almasy jux taposes  maps, 

c o l o n i s a t i o n  and l o v e  t o  sugges t  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  a l 1  

fundamental ly  s e l f i s h  a s s e r t i o n s  o f  ownership. H e  



r ecogn i se s  how maps r eco rd  t h e  ambi t i ons  of c o l o n i a l  

e x p l o r e r s  who d i s c o v e r  l ong - inhab i t ed  p l a c e s ,  b u t  whose 

maps r eco rd  and name " t h e  f i r s t  s i g h t  (by a  whi te  e y e ) "  

o f  something " t h a t  has  been t h e r e  f o r e v e r "  (141). The 

maps r eco rd  t hose  c o l o n i s t s '  names. He moves from t h i s  

rumina t ion  d i r e c t l y  i n t o  h i s  s t o r y  o f  f a l l i n g  i n  l ove  

w i th  Kather ine ,  s t i l l ,  even i n  h i s  l ove  f o r  her ,  

r e j e c r i n g  " [olwnership"  (152) . H e  t r i e s  t o  make bo th  

maps and love  by e f f a c i n g  h imse l f ,  a s  i f  he could  both 

c r e a t e  new boundar ies  and e n s u r e  t h e y  have no 

i m p l i c a t i o n s .  He w r i t e s  down a l 1  t h e  arguments a g a i n s t  

him a s  K a t h e r i n e t s  l o v e r ,  "g iv ing  hirnself o n l y  t h e  vo i ce  

of  t h e  waccher, t h e  l i s t e n e r ,  t h e  ' h e ' "  a s  i f  t h i s  t h i r d -  

person  n a r r a t i v e  e x c u l p a t e s  hirn from f i r s t - p e r s o n  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  b u t  h i s  l o v e  and h i s  work i n  t h e  d e s e r t  

t r a p  him i n  t h e  p a t t e r n s  o f  ownership he  himself  has  

c r e a t e d  (172)  .' Both h i s  e f f o r t  t o  e scape  n a t i o n  and t o  

e scape  hirnself can  be examined i n  l i g h t  of t h e  a b j e c t ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  i n  tems of  how e f f o r t s  t o  ach i eve  independent  

i d e n t i t y  a r e  f r u s t r a t e d  by t h e  r e c u r r e n c e  o f  u n d e s i r a b l e  

e lements  t h a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  thought  s / h e  had managed t o  

e x p e l .  The p a t i e n t  t r ies  t o  e x p e l  n a t i o n a l i t y  i n  o r d e r  

t o  become an autonomous i n d i v i d u a l -  H e  t r i e s  t o  e scape  

t h e  ownership imp l i ed  by l o v e  f o r  t h e  same reason .  H e  

f a i l s  on bo th  coun t s ,  H e  becomes t r apped  by bo th  n a t i o n s  



( a s  Hungarian, he  i s  on t h e  wrong s i d e  of  a World War) 

and love  ( h e  i s  e q u a l l y  t r apped  by h i s  need te h e l p  

K a t h e r i n e ) .  The q u a l i t i e s  he s eeks  t o  expe l  ( n a t i o n ,  

ownersh ip) ,  r e t u r n  s o  t h a t  h e r e  he becomes abject (where 

l a t e r ,  i n  h i s  bu rn t  s k i n ,  he is n o t ) .  

I n  t h e  midst  of t h e  World War t h a t  has moved i n t o  

t h e  d e s e r t ,  Kather ine and C l i f t o n  c rash ,  k i l l i n g  C l i f t o n  

and l eav ing  Kather ine  i n j u r e d .  I n  Uweinat, Almasy t r ies  

t o  g e t  he lp  f o r  Kather ine.  He te i ls  Caravaggio t h a t  

amongst t h e  Engl i sh  t r o o p s  

" N O  one l i s t e n e d . "  

l'Whjr?" 

"1 d i d n ' t  g i v e  them a r i g h t  name." 

~'Yours?" 

"1 gave them mine," [ -  . . ] 1 was y e l l i n g  

Ka the r ine ' s  name. Ye l l i ng  t h e  G i l f  Kebir.  Whereas 

t h e  on ly  name 1 should have y e l l e d ,  dropped it l i k e  

a  c a l l i n g  c a r d  i n t o  t h e i r  hands, was C l i f t o n ' s ,  

"They hauled  me up i n t o  t h e  t r u c k  aga in .  1 was 

j u s t  ano the r  p o s s i b l e  second-rate  spy.  J u s t  ano the r  

i n t e r n a t i o n a l  bas t a rd . "  (250-251) 

Thi s  is a  t u r n i n g  p o i n t  f o r  Almssy, and t h e  beginning  of  

h i s  s e l f - c o n s t r u c t i o n  e x p l i c i t l y  i n  terms of n a t i o n a l i t y ,  



I n  Uweinat he g i v e s  his name and, d e s p i t e  his e f f o r t s  t o  

be n a t i o n l e s s ,  i n d i v i d u a l  and immune t o  boundar ies ,  he 

f i n d s  himself  on t h e  wrong s i d e  of a n a t i o n a l  boundary, 

The d e s e r t  i s  occupied by n a t i o n s  de te rmined  t o  draw 

c l e a r  boundaries  i n  t h e  s h i f t i n g  sands .  Hungarian Almasy 

is "another  p o s s i b l e  second r a t e  spy ,"  and "another  

i n t e r n a t i o n a l  b a s t a r d , "  H i s  Hungarian whi teness  becomes 

a  t r a p ,  wh i l e  Engl i sh  whiteness  miqht a f f o r d  p r i v i l e g e .  

Rather  than  disavow na t ion ,  Almasy now begins  t o  p l a y  

opposing n a t i o n s  a g a i n s t  one ano the r ,  f i r s t  j o i n i n q  t h e  

Germans ( "  [ i j n  1 9 4 1  he became a guide  f o r  s p i e s ,  t a k i n g  

them o c r o s s  t h e  d e s e r t  i n t o  Cai ro")  and t h e n  f a sh ion inq  

himself  a s  Engl i sh  ( 1 6 3 ) .  He manipula tes  t h e  s t e r e o t y p e  

of an Englishman s o  t h a t  i t  f i t s  a  burned Hungarian Nazi 

c o i l a b o r a t o r .  By assuming a u t h o r i t y ,  p r i v i l e g e  and a  

c e r t a i n  mode of speakinq ,  t h e  p a t i e n t  makes himself  

Engl ish.  He is no longe r  ab jec t ,  f o r  he  is no t  t r o u b l e d  

by rup tu red  boundar ies ,  but i n s t e a d  remarkably s u c c e s s f u l  

a t  f a sh ion ing  incongruous new ones.  H i s  burns ,  r a t h e r  

than  making him more a b j e c t ,  make him less so ,  f o r  t hey  

a l low him t o  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  boundar ies  of  t h e  i d e n t i t y  he 

s t r i v e s  t o  c r e a t e .  

Almasy becomes Eng l i sh  a s  he begins  t o  use  Eng l i sh  

language and r h e t o r i c .  So, whi le  Simon is Pakeha, and 

t h u s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  o f  whi teness ,  and 



w h i l e  Gemrny i s  B r i t i s h ,  though  n o t  w h i t e  enough t o  f i t  

t h e  B r i t i s h  s t e r e o t y p e ,  Almasy is n o t  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  a s  

p h y s i c a l l y  "whi te"  a t  a l l .  The " E n g l i s h "  p a t i e n t  knows h e  

i s  e x p l o i t i n g  l a n g u a g e  a n d  c u l t u r a l  t r o p e s .  H e  t e a s e s  

h i s  i n t e r r o g a t o r s  f o r  t h e i r  i n a b i l i t y  t o  see t h a t  t h i s  i s  

what h e  i s  doing:  " '  [ y l o u  s h o u l d  be  t r y i n g  t o  t r i c k  m e , '  

t h e  burned p i l o t  t o l d  h i s  i n t e r r o g a t o r s ,  'make m e  s p e a k  

German, which 1 can ,  by t h e  way, ask m e  a b o u t  Don 

Bradman. Ask m e  a b o u t  Marmite, t h e  g r e a t  G e r t r u d e  

J e k y l l ' "  ( 9 5 ) .  Only Caravagg io  r e c o g n i s e s  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  

E n q l i s h n e s s  a s  a gamr. Hana t a k e s  a s s u r a n c e  from t h e  

p a t i e n t ' s  knowledge of  t h i n g s  l i k e  " a l 1  t h o s e  f l o w e r  b e d s  

i n  G l o u c e s t e r s h i r e , "  b u t  Caravagg io  r e c o g n i s e s  t h e s e  a s  

"a p e r f e c t  background" (163). H e  t h i n k s  t h a t  t h e  b u r n t  

man "can g e t  away w i t h  sound ing  E n g l i s h "  b u t  t h a t  " t h e  

E n g l i s h  ga rden  i s  w e a r i n g  t h i n "  (165;  1 6 4 )  . ' O  C a r a v a g g i o  

wants  t o  f i x  t h e  man 's  i d e n t i t y  a s  Axis  spy ,  p e r h a p s  i n  

o r d e r  t o  d i s r u p t  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  t h i s  "Engl i sh"  man h a s  

over Hana and Kip .  R e v e a l i n g  t h e  p a t i e n t  a s  f r a u d  migh t  

b r e a k  up Hana 's  " e m b a r r a s s i n g  mar r i age"  w i t h  t h e  man, and  

K i p ' s  d e v o t i o n  t o  him ( 8 4 ) .  Hana i n s i s t s  t h a t  C a r a v a g g i o  

is " t o o  o b s e s s e d , "  t h a t  " [ i l t  d o e s n ' t  matter who h e  is. 

The war's over"  (166). But Caravagg io  p e r s i s t s  i n  t r y i n g  

t o  make t h e  p a t i e n t  o t h e r  t h a n  E n g l i s h  i n  o r d e r  t o  u p s e t  

t h e  a u t h o r i t y  t h i s  b u r n t  man h a s  o v e r  them by  v i r t u e  o f  



h i s  supposed r e s p e c t a b i l i t y ,  m o r a l i t y  and c o l o n i a l  pre- 

eminence . 

The d e s i r e  t o  expose t h e  p a t i e n t  rnanifes ts  i t s e l f  i n  

a n o t h e r  p e c u l i a r  tendency i n  criticism: t o  s e e  t h e  

p a t i e n t ' s  Hungarianness, no t  h i s  b l ack  s k i n ,  a s  

i n d i c a t i v e  of r a c i a l  o t h e r n e s s .  Marilyn Jones  sugges t s  

t h a t  "Almasy's Hungarian a n c e s t r y  is e i t h e r  consc ious ly  

o r  unconsciously overlooked" because i t  irnplies a 

t r o u b l i n g  and d i f f e r e n t  kind of  e t h n i c i t y  (103) ." Mark 

Simpson more s ~ r i d e n t l y  a s s e r t s  " t h a t  r a c i a l l y  o r  

e t h n i c a l l y  t h e  Engl i sh  p a t i e n t  Almasy is by no means 

whi te ,  t h a t  beneath carbon l i e s  da rk ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  swarthy 

sk in"  (236)  . And Steven Totosy de  Zepetnek suggescs  t h a t  

"Ondaa t j e ' s  metaphor of fclhomaly [semi-darkness i n  

Hungarian] [ .  . . ]  p rov ides  us  wi th  ye t  ano the r  v e r s i o n  

of Almasy's o the rnes s"  (142) ." Jones' c a u t i o u s  c la im 

s u g g e s t s  how easy i t  is t o  construe t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  

d i f f e r e n c e  as  rac ia l -bu t  a l s o  how t h i s  r ac i a l  d i f f e r e n c e  

i s  a t r a c h e d  t o  h i s  European i d e n t i t y .  Simpson's 

a s s e r t i o n  exagge ra t e s  t h i s  same tendency, i gno r ing  t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  Hungarians a r e  whi te ,  t h a t  Hungary was 

p a r t  o f  an a r c h e t y p i c a l l y  wh i t e  Hapsburg empire o r  even 

t h a t  Hungary is a  c e n t r e  f o r  neo-Nazi a c t i v i t y  todaySL'  

Zepetnek is  s u f f i c i e n t l y  taken  w i t h  t h e  a l lu re  of  Almasy 

a s  r a c i a l ,  semi-dark o t h e r  t h a t  he  i gnores  even t h e  



ev idence  i nc luded  i n  h i s  a r t i c l e .  H i s  "Figure  1" shows a  

photograph of " t h e  r e a l "  Almüsy-a pale-skinned man wi th  

what l o o k s  l i k e  t h e  beg inn ings  of  a  blond o r  brown beard  

( 1 4 4 ) .  These e f f o r t s  t o  o t h e r  t h e  p a t i e n t  by mis read ing  

h i s  Hungarian i d e n t i t y  a r e  s i r n i l a r  t o  t h e  e f f o r t s  Dy 

Cook, Delbaere ,  Penner and Younis t o  make t h e  p a t i e n t  

b o t h  b l ank  and a b s e n t .  U l t ima te ly ,  both c r i t i c a l  t r e n d s  

r e f l e c t  a d i s i n c l i n a t i o n  t o  see t h a t  t h e  p a t i e n t  is t h a t  

anathema i n  p o s t c o l o n i a l  f i c t i o n :  a  s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y  

p o r t r a y e d  p r o t a g o n i s t  who F s  a l s o ,  inexorab ly ,  a  

p r i v i l e g e d  whi te  man connected w i th  fascism,  e x p l o i t a t i o n  

o f  t h e  North Af r i can  d e s e r t ,  and Engl i sh  co lon i a l i sm .  

O n d a a t j e ' s  Las lo  Almasy is based upon a  Hungarian 

d e s e r t  e x p l o r e r  o f  t h e  same name, b u t  Ondaa t j e ' s  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of Almasy's l i f e  is  l i b e r a l ;  h i s  p a t i e n t  

d i f f e r s  i n  numerous ways. Notable  arnong t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  

a r e  t h e  r e a l  Almasy's d e a t h  by d y s e n t e r y  ( r a t h e r  t h a n  

f i r e )  and homosexuali ty ( r a t h e r  t h a n  h e t e r o s e x u a l i t y )  

(Torok 1; Harr i son  5 ) .  However, t h e r e  is a  b a s i c  

s i m i l a r i t y  between t h e  two. I n  terms o f  appearance,  it 

does  seern t h a t  Ondaa t je  modeled h i s  man on t h e  o r i g i n a l .  

P i c t u r e s  o f  t h e  r e a l  Almasy from 1929 show a s l i m ,  f a i r -  

sk inned  and brown, o r  sandy-haired man (Torok 2 ) .  

O n d a a t j e ' s  Alrnasy has  "straw h a i r ,  " "grey eyes"  and a 

" t h i n  body" (153; 4 ;  169). Z s o l t  Torok a l s o  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  



t h e  r e a l  Almasy worked q u i t e  h a p p i l y  w i t h  t h e  German 

A f r i k a  Corps  (Torok 1). O n d a a t j e ' s  Almasy d e s c r i b e s  

h e l p i n g  Naz i s  E p p l e r  ond Rommel a c r o s s  t h e  Libyan d e s e r t ,  

even  d e s c r i b i n g  Rommel a s  "a b r i l l i a n t  man" ( 2 5 4 ) .  

Beneath  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  c a r b o n i s e d  s k i n ,  t h e n ,  may b e  t h e  

w h i t e n e s s  s o  p r i z e d  by t h e  Naz i s .  T h i s  c o n c e a l e d  

w h i t e n e s s  i s  u n s e t t l i n g  f o r  t h e  r a c i s t  p o l i t i c s  i t  

evokes .  C r e a t i n g  t h e  p a t i e n t  as  o t h e r  o r  b l a n k  s k i r t s  

p r o b l e m a t i c  a s s o c i a t i o n s .  Even O n d a a t j e  d e s c r i b e s  h i s  

u n e a s i n e s s  w i t h  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n  o f  t h e  p a t i e n t :  

" [wlhen 1 was w r i t i n q  The Engl i sn  P a t i s n t ,  what became 

r e a l l y  i n t e r e s t i n g  was how t h e  p a t i e n t  e v o l v e d .  A t  f i r s t  

1 d i d n ' t  know i f  1 l i k e d  him a t  a l l .  1 w a s n ' t  s u r e  i f  h e  

was a  v i l l a i n  o r  what" (Dafoe 5 ) .  I t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  

O n d a e t j e  i s  u n c e r t a i n  because  o f  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  

c o n n e c t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  Nazis. 

However, O n d a a t j e  a l s o  i d e a l i s e s  t h e  p a t i e n t .  He 

S t a t e s  t h a t  he " j u s t  wanted sorneone who was s t a t i c ,  who 

had a l m o s t  become t h a t  s t a t u e  I write a b o u t  o f  a  dead  

k n i g h t  i n  Ravenna. I t ' s  a  v e r y  b e a u t i f u l ,  l i q u i d - l o o k i n g  

p i e c e  o f  S tone .  Tha t  was t h e  image 1 had o f  t h e  p a t i e n t ,  

l y i n g  t h e r e "  ( Wachtel  255) ,14 Ondaat  je d e s c r i b e s  t h e  

p a t i e n t  e x p l i c i t l y  i n  t h e s e  terrns: " [ i l n  t h e  a r b o u r e d  

bedroom t h e  burned p a t i e n t  v iews g r e a t  d i s t a n c e s .  The 

way t h a t  dead  k n i g h t  i n  Ravenna, whose m a r b l e  body seems 



a l i v e ,  a lmost  l i q u i d ,  has  h i s  head r a i s e d  upon a  S tone  

p i l l ow,  s o  t h a t  i t  can  gaze beyond i ts f e e t  i n t o  v i s t a "  

( 1 3 5 ) .  The s i m i l a r i t y  o f  t h e s e  d e s c r i p t i o n s ,  and 

Ondaa t j e ' s  emphasis on t h e  " b e a u t i f u l "  wh i t e  and marble 

y e t  " l iqu id- looking"  kn ight  r e v e a l  f o u r  key t h i n g s  about  

O n d a a t j e ' s  c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n .  

F i r s t ,  Ondaat je  c l e â r l y  env i s ions  t h e  p a t i e n t  a s  

wh i t e  d e s p i t e  h i s  blackened sk in .  Thus Ondaat je  is 

himself  cornpl ic i t  w i t h  t h e  p r o j e c t  of keeping Almasy 

whice. References  t o  Hiroshima v i c t i m s  and r a c i a l  

o t h e r n e s s  a r e  l o s t  i n  t h i s  subtending d e s i r e  t o  c r e a t e  a  

whi te  rnarble kn igh t .  Second, by e n v i s i o n i n g  t h e  p a t i e n t  

a s  a kn ight ,  Ondaa t je  makes him a  h e r o i c  f i g u r e  f o r  t h e  

kind o f  "romant ic  longing" t h a t  George Mosse w r i t e s  is 

a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  Second World War f i g h t e r  p i l o t s  (Mosse 

1 1 7 ) .  Mosse observes  t h a t  t h e s e  p i l o t s  are taken  t o  

embody " t h e  s p i r i t  of  adventure"  wh i l e  a l s o  c o n j u r i n g  up 

"images of  kn igh t ly  combat, o f  a  more c i v i l i z e d  kind of  

war fa re"  (117) . The p a t i e n t  Fs l i k e  t h e  Ravenna knight ,  

b u t  i s  a l s o  t h e  adven tu re r  engaged i n  what Mosse (and  

i m p l i c i t l y  Ondaa t je )  sugges t  is " k n i q h t l y  combat." Mosse 

adds t h a t  i n  Germany i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  " [ t l h e  heroes  o f  t h e  

war i n  t h e  sky  were p i c t u r e d  as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of  t r u e  

rnanhood, i t s  looks  and v i r t u e s "  (117) .  Th i rd ,  then ,  

O n d a a t j e ' s  c h a r a c t s r i s a t i o n  o f  t h e  p a t i e n t  as Ravenna 



k n i g h t  and p i l o t  r e t u r n s  u s  t o  a r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  p a t i e n t  

a s  Nazi s y m p a t h i s e r ,  f o r  t h e  Nazi  ideals  o f  w h i t e  

m a s c u l i n i t y  were o f t e n  drawn from classical w h i t e  m a r b l e  

s t a t u e s  which emphasised " t h e  t r a n s p a r e n t  w h i t e n e s s  o f  

t h e s e  f i g u r e s ,  t h e i r  t r a n q u i l i t y "  (Mosse 1 7 2 ) .  

Ondaatje's Ravenna K n i g h t - l i k e  p a t i e n t  i s  " b e a u t i f u l ; "  

w h i t e n e s s  i s  t r a n s p a r e n t  i n  his d e s c r i p t i o n  b e c a u s e  he 

does  n o t  draw a t t e n t i o n  t o  i t .  I t  is " s t a t i c "  and calm a s  

w e l l .  C o n s c i o u s l y  o r  n o t ,  O n d a a t j e  evokes Nazi i d e a l s .  

The f o u r c h  i s s u e  r a i s e d  by  O n d a a t j e ' s  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  t h e  

p a t i e n t  as  rnarble k n i q h t  is t h e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  between 

" s t a t i c "  and " l i q u i d - l o o k i n g . "  The p a t i e n t  is s i m i l a r l y  

s t a t i c  f h e  is " p u r e  carbon" immobile on a  bed) and y e t  

p r e s e n t e d  a s  i f  l i q u i d  ( h e  is a n  "ebony p o o l " )  ( 1 0 9 ;  4 8 ) .  

T h i s  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  is a m p l i f i e d  i n  t h e  "static" 

c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  p a t i e n t  as  E n g l i s h  and h i s  

r n i s l e a d i n g l y  " l i q u i d "  i d e n t i t y .  The Ravenna k n i g h t  l o o k s  

l i q u i d ,  b u t  i s  n o t .  The same is  t r u e  of t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  

i d e n t i t y :  i t  seems " l i q u i d "  enough t o  e n g u l f  b l a c k n e s s  

and J a p a n e s e  o t h e r n e s s  a s  w e l l  a s  Hungarian and E n g l i s h  

w h i t e n e s s .  However, t h e  e f f o r t  t o  f a s h i o n  t h e  patient a s  

w h i t e  rnarble makes him " s t a t i c "  again. Whiteness  r e c u r s  

and i s  a s  o b d u r a t e  as  S tone .  The o n l y  f l e x i b i l i t y  i n  t h e  

p a t i e n t ' s  w h i t e n e s s  resides i n  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  it 



represents both a hyperbolically white Hungarian/Nazi 

identity and thzt of an English colonist. 

Whiteness is both demonised and celebrated in the 

construction of an English patient whose blackness is 

disguise and punishment. The patient's Hungarianness is 

not restored and thus Hungarian whiteness (with its 

negative, Nazi associations) is hidden beneath blackness 

only to re-surface as an implicitly preferable English 

whiteness. The patient's injury can be read as 

retribution for both kinds of whiteness. He is punished 

for having helped the Nazis across the desert, and 

because he embodies an English paternalist who seems 

taken from the pages of Kipling, his injury can also be 

read as punishrnent for the wrongs of colonialism. The 

patient's burns may suggest that fasc is t  or colonial 

whiteness deserves to be punished such that it is 

destroyed and becomes its black other. However, the 

patient does not become "black." George Ytidice writes 

that "the ultimate legitimizing rnove is the claim to 

oppression"; one can argue that, because of his injuries, 

the patient can relegitimate himself as English despite 

his collaboration with the Nazis (281)- Thus blackness is 

the result of injury, it irnplies punishment, and yet it 

also disguises an unchanged (even unrepentant) whiteness. 



The patient's injuries result in his physical disability 

but also facilitate his self re-fashioning as English. 

Scobie writes that the patient is not really 

English, and thus "Englishness is [ .  . . ]  written out of 

the novel; always, already, the centre is empty" (99). 

He aptly summarises the problem of the patient's 

duplicity: it creates an Englishman who is not English. 

However, the patient's Englishness is as legitimate as 

any colonial Englishness. There Is absence at the centre, 

for the idealised stereotype is not "real," and thus the 

centre of both Empire and novel is always already empty. 

However, the stereotype itself, as Hana and Kip's 

convictions make ciear, has power, influence and 

consequently a kind of presence. There may not be a 

"real" Englishman in this novel, his place taken instead 

by an image of Englishness constructed by England's 

colonies (Canada, India) and perhaps even her Axis 

enemies, but there is an image of white Englishness at 

its centre. 

Ondaatje suggests that white Englishness has a 

stable meaning. Hulme sirnilarly makes Pakeha whiteness 

stable in order to use it in her allegory. She envisions 

a posrcolonial world that is still divided between 

self/other and Pakeha/Maori. She uses Simon's whiteness 



as a foi1 in her investigation of Maoriness. Ondaatje's 

objective is different. Rather than executing this more 

typical postcoionial maneuver of focusing on the 

erstwhile other of colonialism, he chooses to focus on 

how the image of the colonist works. Thus while Hulme 

uses Pakeha whiteness to explore what it has excluded of 

Maori culture, Ondaatje considers English colonial 

whit~ness £rom the perspectives of those marginalised by 

the English. Unlike the binary postcolonial world 

investigated by Hulme, Ondaatje presents a gathering of 

colonial subjects in an isolated location. He creates a 

situation in which two people from a settler colony 

(Hana, Caravaggio] can discuss what it means to be 

English with someone from an Asian colony (Kip). At the 

same time Ondaatje reveals Engiishness as a construction 

and a disguise easily donned by someone from a nation 

that is one of England's enemies in Europe. 

From the "outside" perspectives of self-identified 

Maoris Kerewin and Joe, Simon's whiteness has certain 

unchanging connotations. Like Hulme, Ondaatje implies 

that an outsider's understanding of colonial whiteness is 

surprisingly rigidly and stably defined-for Almasy, Hana, 

and Kip, Englishness may shift and apply to unexpected 

individuals, but it is not evolving. By contrast, Malouf 

demonstrates how whiteness can evolve, presenting Gemmy 



as a new white Australian in relation to colonial 

understandings of whiteness. Carey similarly considers 

how marginalised whiteness changes and becomes othered in 

relation to dominant whitenesses. Thus  the transition to 

my next chapter is a turning point in the dissertation. 

My first two chapters have considered whiteness as 

presented from "the outside" (from a Maori perspective, 

and £rom that of a Canadian, an Italian-Canadian, an 

Indian and a Hungarian). My next two chapters consider 

the fragmentation within constructions of whiteness from 

white settler perspectives. 

Ondaatje suggests that Englishness has a particular 

meaning in the postcolonial imagination. Colonial 

constructions of the ideal Englishman persist, and 

characters like Hana, Kip and even Almasy by turns 

complicitly idealise them and critique them. Kip 

suggests how Englishness can be a quality that is not 

specific to England; he reveals that it connotes a 

colonial attitude as much as anything else (and thus 

Arnerica can be "English" in its dropping of the bomb}. 

The patient's Englishness is predicated on the assumption 

of his whiteness, but Ondaatje reveals that it is a 

product of others perceiving certain kinds of knowledge, 

ianguage and history as English. 



' Here, as in Simon's case, the spectacle of injury is 
downplayed as if it were not shocking. The patient's 

burns are overlooked in order that he can be constructed 

as English. Simon's injuries are downplayed by some 

critics in favour of making Simon seem less injured, less 

violated and more of a reconciliatory figure. 
-. 
- Irvine goes so far as to suggest that the "English 

patient is himself a condensation of western history, 

always carrying a copy of Herodotus with him. He is 

referred to at various times as a prehistoric bogman, as 

Odysseus, Icarus, John the Baptist, a knight, a 

Renaissance King, a survivor of Milton's heavenly war 

(Lucifer) and so on" (142) . 
3 Randall observes that "Ondaatje's novel is thoroughly 

inhabited by, almost haunted by, its cultural 

predecessors-texts such as Kipling's Kim, the H i s t o r i s s  

of Herodotus, Stendhal ' s The Charterhouse of Parmo, 

Cooper's The Last of the Mohicans [and] DuMauriert s 

Rebecca ( 1 3 3 ) .  

"ee Said's reading of Kim in Culture and Imperialism 

(159-196). 

Ondaatje cornments that "in The English Patient everyone 

is fearful of going home. Hana's fearful, and the 



patient hates the idea of home and nations, and Kirpal 

Singh has been befriended and enamoured of certain 

English things for a while. They don't want to go back 

to where they're from" (Wachtel 260). In addition they 

want some justification for where they are-they look tc 

their idealised notion of the English patient for that 

justification. 

i For similar arguments, see Morton A. Kaplan in 

Washington Times monthly magazine (February 1993 

the 

I r  or 

Hilary Mantel's review of Th? E n g l i s h  P a t i s n t  ( T h e  NEW 

York Review o f  Llooks 40. L/2: 22-23) . Stephen Scobie and 
Josef Pesch both suggest that the introduction of the 

Hiroshima bombing is foreshadowed. Scobie indicates that 

Ondaatje has prepared for this moment "by the progression 

of the dates and by the pervasive imagery of fire"; 

Pesch observes that Ondaatje consistently "mourns the 

landscapes, buildings, bodies and minds ruined in this 

victory, even on tne side of the victors" (Scobie 96; 

Pesch "Globalized Nationalisms" 105). Both read the 

dropping of the bomb as apocalyptic {Scobie 96; Pesch 

"Post-Apocalyptic War Histories" 118). In addition, 

Scobie observes that "[tlhe picture of Hana's dead father 

with the buttons of his shirt burnt into his chest, is 

reminiscent of photographs of victims of Hiroshima" (96). 



However, he and Pesch b o t h  de-ernphasise t h e  connec t ions  

among Hana's f a t h e r ,  t h e  similarly b u r n t  p a t i e n t ,  and t h e  

v i c t ims  o f  t h e  bomb. Scobie, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  focuses  on 

" the  hanging f i re  o f  t h e  nuc lea r  apocalypse" i n s t e a d  of 

t h e  p a t i e n t  as v i c t i m  o r  embadirnent of t h e  bomb i t s e l f  

(96) . 

Those who have seen  t h e  f i l m  v e r s i o n  of The Engl i sh  

P a t i s n t  may no t  be aware of t h e  e x t e n t  of  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  

burns: "Even though Fiennes '  b u r n  rnakeup took  s i x  hours a 

day t o  app ly ,  r e a l  b u r n  victirns a r e  f a r  more d i s f i g u r e d  

than anyth ing  Zaentz thought  the audience  c o u l d  bear" 

(Dorminey 1 7 ) .  (F i ennes  p l ays  t h e  p a t i e n t ,  Zaentz is t h e  

producer . )  

Kather ine also wants t o  c a t e g o r i s e  Almasy. She 

d e s c r i b e s  his a v e r s i o n  t o  names, ownership (and s o  a l s o  

t h e  "ownership" o r  belonging which A l m a s y  t h i n k s  i s  

i m p l i e d  by n a t i o n ) :  " [ y j o u  s l i d e  p a s t  e v e r y t h i n g  with 

your fear and hate of ownership, of owning, of be ing  

owned, o f  be ing  narned. You think this is a  v i r t u e .  1 

t h i n k  you a r e  inhuman" (238) .  

' H e  is a l s o  literally t h e  t h i r d  person,  f o r  h i s  à f f a i r  

is w i t h  Katherine, but i nvo lves  C l i f t o n ,  her husband. 

LO Perhaps Caravaggio r ecogn i se s  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  self- 

c o n s t r u c t i o n  because he  sees how a l 1  f o u r  people  a t  t h e  



v i l l a  have c r e a t e d  images of  themselves  and now "he re  

t h e y  were shedding s k i n s .  They could  i m i t a t e  no th ing  b u t  

what t hey  were. There  was no de fence  bu t  t o  l ook  f o r  t h e  

t r u t h  i n  o t h e r s "  ( 1 1 7 ) .  

l1 She is  commenting on Zepetnek 's  a r t i c l e  when s h e  makes 

t h i s  sugges t ion .  

l2 Ondaat j e  writes: " [ t ]  h e r e  a r e  some European words you 

can never t r a n s l a t e  p r o p e r l y  i n t o  a n o t h e r  language.  

Fslhomaly. The dusk o f  g r a v e s .  With t h e  conno ta t ion  of  

int imacy t h e r e  between t h e  dead and t h e  l i v i n g "  ( 1 7 0 ) .  

l 3  I n  1999, t h e  Anti  Defamation League writes t h a t  

Hungary has  t h e  second l a r g e s t  neo-Nazi popu la t ion  i n  t h e  

world. 

'" See Bovini G iuseppe ' s  Ravenna A r t  and  History f o r  

p i c t u r e s  of t h e  s t a t u e  (Ravenna: Longo, 1980: 63, 1 2 3 ) .  

'' Yet ano the r  r ead ing  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  the p a t i e n t  i s  

punished f o r  h i s  i n a p p r o p r i a t e  pass ion .  Throughout, 

Almasy is e r o t i c i s e d .  For i n s t a n c e ,  Hana t r a n s f e r s  a  

l a d y b i r d  t o  h i s  b u r n t  f l e s h :  " [ i l t  l e a v e s  h e r ,  moving 

o n t 0  t h e  d a r k  s k i n .  Avoiding t h e  s e a  o f  wh i t e  s h e e t ,  it 

beg ins  t o  make t h e  long  t r e k  [. . - 1  a b r i g h t  r edness  

a g a i n s t  what seems t o  b e  v o l c a n i c  f l e s h "  ( 2 0 8 ) .  The 

r o m a n t i c i s a t i o n  o f  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  f l e s h  s u g g e s t s  t h a t ,  

l i k e  TB o r  cance r  v i c t i m s ,  burn ing  f e v e r ,  o r ,  i n  t h i s  



- --- 

c a s e ,  b u r n t  s k i n ,  i s  an  "image of a ' d i s e a s e d '  love ,  of a 

p a s s i o n  t h a t  'consumes ' ,"  a  pas s ion  l i k e  t h a t  between 

A l m a s y  and Kather ine  (Sontag 2 0 ) .  



Chapter  Three 

Muddy Margins 

I n  David Malouf ' s 2emsmbering Babylon, Gemmy is  an 

Engl i sh  boy shipwrecked o f f  t h e  c o a s t  of Queensland i n  

t h e  mid-nineteenth cen tu ry .  Raised by Aborigines ,  h i s  

subsequent  so jou rn  i n  a  B r i t i s h  colony is a c o l o n i a l  

encounter ,  f o r  Gemmy is p resen ted  a s  t h e  c o l o n i s t s '  

o t h e r .  However, i n  t h i s  encounter  Gemmy a l s o  f a c i l i t a t e s  

a  re-examination of  what t h e  c o l o n i s t s  assume t o  be o t h e r  

because he is B r i t i s h .  He is whi t e  though perceived a s  

b lack .  H e  i s  no t  f u l l y  e i t h e r  bu t  r a t h e r  becomes a  "muddy 

margin" d i v i d i n g  B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  and whi te  A u s t r a l i a n  

i d e n t i t i e s  ( 2 0 0 ) .  Gemmy a s s e r t s  t h a t  he i s  a  "B-b-br i t ish  

o b j e c t , "  and i n  t h i s  s ta tement  h i s  indeterminacy is most 

r e v e a l i n g  ( 3 ) .  Rather  than c l a r i f y  o r  r e so lve  t e n s i o n s  

between Abor ig ina l  "blackness"  and c o l o n i a l  "whiteness ,"  

t h i s  "b lack  wh i t e  man" exposes f i s s u r e s  among d i f f e r e n t  

kinds o f  B r i t i s h n e s s  determined by r eg ion  o r  c l a s s ,  and, 

i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  between what it is t o  b e  a  B r i t i s h  s u b j e c t  

i n  B r i t a i n  and a B r i t i s h  " o b j e c t "  i n  A u s t r a l i a  (10). 

Nhere Hulme i n v e s t i q a t e s  how Paktha co lon ia l i sm has  

a l t e r e d  Maori i d e n t i t y  and Ondaat je  how Engl i sh  



colonialisrn constructed a stable notion of "the 

Englishman," Malouf investigates how the white colonial 

"Enqlishman" evolves into a white Australian settler. My 

first chapter considers Hulme's use of colonial whiteness 

Fn a postcolonial alleqory. My second considers how this 

kind of colonial whiteness is constructed. This chapter 

considers Malouf's efforts to show the fissures in white 

colonial identity. In The English Pa tient, Ondaat je 

dernonstrates that English colonial discourse created a 

fictitious ideal Enqlishman. He shows the persistence 

and persuasiveness of this ideal when he describes Hana 

and Kip's misperceptions of the patient's "English" 

identity. Gemmy is not "English," he is "B-b-british." 

Even this seemingly minor distinction reveals Malouf's 

interest in fracturing constructions of colonial 

whiteness: Britishness comprises Englishness, 

Scottishness, Welshness and Irishness. To declare that 

one is "British" already suggests that regional 

difference has been elided. In addition, class 

differences are concealed in the term: white colonial 

"Britishness" implies a privileged ruling class. Gemmy 

is clearly not from a privileged class, and he never has 

been; he is abject in Australia, but has been so in 

Britain too. Gemmy's black-whiteness reveals how the 

British colonial stereotype already contains its other 



within it. His difference £rom the kind of colonial 

whiteness the settlers would like to cultivate reveals 

"within the very integuments of 'whiteness' the agonistic 

elements that make it the unsettled, disturbed form of 

authority that it is-the incommensurable 'differences' 

that it must surmount" (Bhabha "The White Stuff" 2 1 ) .  

Gemmy is a dark other within British colonialism's 

construction of its own Britishness. His claim to 

Britishness reveals both the fallacy of a British 

colonial stereotype and the disadvantaged, marginalised 

"Britishnesses" within it. 

Malouf uses Gemrny to investigate the difference 

between the image that the colonists had of themselves as 

British and their predicament as settlers far from the 

imperial centre. He describes the settlers' fear of 

indigenisation using Gemmy as an example of what is 

feared. However, he also uses Gernmy to present the 

possibility of new Australianness. Gemrny is the abject 

that the settlers want to expel-that which they want, 

more than anythinq, to dissociate themselves from but 

which returns uninvited. Paradoxically, Gemmy is also an 

uncanny figure for the settlers. He appears to them as 

both a "black" native in the landscape, and as "a white 

man" like one of them; he surprises them with their own 

porential Australianness, Malouf re-writes Australian 



settler foundation myths and captivity narratives in 

order to insert the strangely indigenised Australian 

Gemmy at their heart. Although both Malouf and Hulme 

adapt myths to try and reconcile a colonial past with a 

postcolonial present, Hulme uses Maori mythology to 

emphasise the need to revivify Maori culture, while 

Malouf uses Australian settler mythology to suggest the 

need for Australians to recognise that white 

Australianness is no longer Britishness, that colonial 

Britishness never really was what it represented itself 

to be, and that settler life need not refer continually 

to a British centre. 

Bob Hodge and Vijay Mishra suggest that the 

foundation myth continues to be influential because of 

the "Australian obsession with legitimacy" ( 2 4 ) .  The 

foundation myth invokes the notion of terra nullius (the 

belief that kustralia was empty before the colonists got 

there) and the bravery of settlers coming to a vast and 

strange land. It omits both the slaughter of Aborigines 

and the colony's penal history. It striaes to legitimate 

the presence of non-Aboriginal Australians in Australia. 

Hodge and Mishra suggest that guilt over the abuse of 

Aboriginal populations results in a continual retelling 

of the story of Australia's settlement in order to 

mitigate the severity of colonial abuses: 



NonAboriginal [ s i c ]  A u s t r a l i a n s  t r y  t o  b u i l d  t h e i r  

founda t ion  mÿth around t h e  s u f f e r i n g s  and 

achievements of t h e  p i o n e e r s  and e a r l y  s e t t l e r s  [ .  . 
. ]  White A u s t r a l i a n s  have had a cont inuous  need t o  

g e n e r a t e  new forms of  t h e  founda t ion  myth, which 

e x i s t s  t o  annul ,  de fuse ,  d i s p l a c e  and nega te  t h e  

i n t r o c t a b l e  c o n d i t i o n s  of t h e  founda t ion  even t .  (26)  

In  some r e s p e c t s ,  Malouf g e n e r a t e s  a n o t h e r  form of  t h e  

myth. H i s  v e r s ion  does  no t  "annul ,  de fuse ,  d i s p l a c e  and 

nega t e  t h e  i n t r a c t a b l e  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  t h e  founda t ion  

e v e n t . "  I t  does  no t  t r y  t o  deny t h a t  t h e  founda t ion  

even t  happened, t o  a l t e r  i t s  d e t a i l s ,  o r  t o  j u s t i f y  i t .  

I n s t e a d  Malouf 's  v e r s i o n  r e v e a l s  a  d i f f e r e n t  p e r s p e c t i v e  

on t h e  whi te  sett lers.  H e  shows t h a t  t h e y  were no t  s imply 

p i o n e e r s  " s u f f e r i n g "  o r  "achieving" i n  m a t e r i a l  terms. 

H e  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e y  t r i e d  t o  make s e n s e  of t h e i r  own 

d e c i s i o n s  and t h a t  t h e y  needed t o  r e c o n c i l e  themselves  

wi th  t h e  B r i t i s h  l i v e s  t h e y  had l e f t  behind.  Above a i l ,  

i n  Malouf ' s  ve r s ion ,  t h e  settlers s t r u g g l e  t o  unders tand  

what t h e i r  i d e n t i t i e s  might b e  a s  wh i t e  A u s t r a l i a n s .  

Gernmy's s t o r y  is a l s o  p a r t  c a p t i v i t y  n a r r a t i v e .  The 

most i n f l u e n t i a l  of t h i s  g e n r e  may b e  t h e  E l i z a  F r a s e r  

s t o r y .  I n  1836, F r a s e r  s u r v i v e d  t h e  shipwreck of  t h e  



Stirling C a s t l e  and was taken  i n  by a group o f  Abor ig ines  

on what i s  now known a s  F ra se r  I s l a n d .  She l e f t  t h e  

Abor ig ines  wi th  an escaped c o n v i c t .  He brought  h e r  t o  a 

B r i t i s h  s e t t l e m e n t  and s h e  r e t u r n e d  from t h e r e  t o  

  ri tain.^ The s t o r y  is r e - to ld  i n  numerous p l a c e s ,  

i n c l u d i n g  P a t r i c k  Whi te ' s  A Fringe o f  Leaves, O n d a o t j e l s  

t n e  man with seven t o e s  and Andre B r i n k ' s  An Ins tant  i n  

tne  Wind, a s  well a s  i n  p a i n t i n g s  by Fiona Foley ( a  

B a d t j a l a  [ F r a s e r  I s l a n d ]  a r t i s t )  and Sidney Nolan and i n  

f i l m s  l i k e  G i l l i a n  Coo te s l  Is land o f  ~ i e s . "  J i m  Davidson 

no te s  t h a t  contemporary t rea t rnents  of  t h e  F ra se r  rnyth 

d i f f e r  from those  of  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  cen tury :  " today o t h e r  

elernents a r e  of g r e a t e r  i n t e r e s t :  it is less Mrs F r a s e r ' s  

r e scue  t h a t  i s  emphasized than he r  a d a p t a t i o n  t o  t h e  new 

land" (116). I n  keeping wi th  t h i s  d e s i r e  t o  see a d a p t i v e  

Aus t r a l i anness  r a t h e r  than s tubborn  B r i t i s h n e s s ,  Malouf 

writes o f  "a forexunner" (132). Gemmy is a B r i t i s h  man 

who has  adapted  t o  t h e  new land;  t h e  l a n d  i t s e l f  h e l p s  

him s u r v i v e ,  no t  t h e  B r i t i s h  colony.  L ike  F r a s e r ,  Gemmy 

f i n d s  h imse l f  i n  Queensland a f t e r  l i v i n g  wi th  Aborigines;  

u n l i k e  F ra se r ,  he p r e f e r s  t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  Abor ig ines  

than  t o  s t a y  wi th  t h e  c o l o n i s t s  ( o r  even t o  contemplate  

r e t u r n i n g  t o  B r i t a i n ) .  T h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  s t o r i e s  a l s o  

makes a  s i g n i f i c a n t  p o i n t  about  c l a s s  and  B r i t i s h  

p r i v i l e g e :  compara t ive ly  p r i v i l e g e d ,  F r a s e r  r e t u r n s  t o  



where she  i s  t r e a t e d  w e l l  ( B r i t a i n ) ;  poor  and 

unde rp r iv i l eged ,  Gemmy r e t u r n s  t o  where he i s  t r e a t e d  

w e l l  (Abor ig ina l  A u s t r a l i a ) .  Malouf combines t h e  

foundat ion  myth wi th  a  c a p t i v i t y  n a r r a t i v e  s o  t h a t  Gemmy, 

w i l l i n g l y  h e l d  "cap t ive"  by Aborigines ,  is a  wh i t e  orphan 

who r e t u r n s  t o  wh i t e  c i v i l i s a t i o n  and then  chooses  t o  

l e a v e  i t  aga in ;  he a l s o  seems t o  be one of t h e  bona f i d e  

AustraLian i n h a b i t a n t s  of  t h e  l and  who a r e  s o  t h r e a t e n i n g  

t o  t h e  f r a g i l e  cornmunities of settlers. 

Lee Spinks s u g g e s t s  t h a t  Gemmy is made t o  answer f o r  

"two d i f f e r e n t  set t ler  needs" (169) .  H i s  "p resence ,  a s  a  

f i g u r e  of c u l t u r a l  o the rnes s ,  demands a t  once t o  be 

reclaimed by t h e  d i s c o u r s e  of  s o c i a l  o r d e r  a n d  

e s t a b l i s h e d  a s  a  f i x e d  p o i n t  outsids" ( 1 6 9 ) .  H e  

r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  A u s t r a l i a n  tanned s k i n  

can  be made whi te  a g a i n  and t h a t  what is unders tood as 

wh i t e  " c i v i l i s a t i o n "  can be regained.  However, he is  

a l s o  i r redeemably o t h e r ,  t h u s  r e a f f i r m i n g  t h e  c o l o n i s t s '  

unders tanding  of  themselves  a s  d i f f e r e n t  and s u p e r i o r .  

H i s  mu l t i va l ence  stems from h i s  d i s t o r t e d ,  t ransformed,  

a b j e c t  and y e t  obdura t e  whi teness .  H i s  whi teness  is s o  

p e c u l i a r  t h a t  f o r  critics and c h a r a c t e r s  a l i k e  it i s  

e a s i e r  t o  p e r c e i v e  him a s  b lack .  Young Lachlan B e a t t i e  

refers t o  Gemmy as "a black!"  when he makes h i s  f i r s t  

appearance ( 2 ) .  Th i s  assumption sets t h e  t o n e  f o r  



subsequent d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  Gemmy by t h e  c o l o n i s t s .  Gemmy 

is a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  t h e  o t h e r n e s s  of  "visible darkness"  

and " [ a l b s o l u t e  dark" because he comes from t h e  bush ünd 

has  " t h e  look  of a black"  (42,  3 ) .  H e  speaks "some 

whining b l a c k f e l l e r ' s  l i n g o , "  and i s  perce ived  a s  "a  poor 

savage,  " "mangy, " and "hâ l f  s t a rved"  ( 4 ,  13, 3 )  . H e  

s t i n k s ,  t h e  c o l o n i s t s  t h i n k ,  l i k e  a  b lack :  "half-meat,  

half-mud" (41). Andy McKillop t h i n k s  Gemmy is  one of  t h e  

" I f ]  ucken myalls!" ( 9 8 )  .' The o t h e r  set t lers  a r e  less 

vehement a t  f i r s t ,  bu t  from t h e  s t a r t  many b e l i e v e  t h a t  

Gemmy has become b lack :  " t h e  f a c t  was, when you looked a t  

him sometimes he was no t  whi te  [ .  . . ]  The whole c a s t  of 

h i s  f ace  gave him t h e  look of one of Them" ( 4 0 ) .  These 

a r e  obse rva t ions  made by c o l o n i s t s  anxious about  t h e i r  

own whiteness;  some critics, however, have been e q u a l l y  

w i l l i n g  t o  read  Gemmy a s  i nd igen i sed ,  even a s  Abor ig ina l ,  

Gemmy's "blackness"  s t a r t e d  what became known a s  

" t h e  Malouf cont roversy"  a f t e r  Remembering Babylon's 

r e l e a s e  i n  A u s t r a l i a  i n  1993, t h e  Year of  Indigenous 

Peoples (Dei rez  and Michsl-Michot 1 5 6 ) .  Germaine Greer's 

i n v e c t i v e  is a t  t h e  h e a r t  of t h i s  deba te .  She assumes 

t h a t  Gemmy is an  Aborigine t h i n l y  d i s g u i s e d  a s  wh i t e  man 

so  t h a t  Malouf can avo id  c r i t i q u e  bu t  s t i l l  p r e s e n t  a 

c u l t u r a l  and r a c i a l  o t h e r :  " [ a lware  of  t h e  r e v u l s i o n  t h a t  

would ensue i f  he were t o  use  a real Aborigine as  t h e  



b u t t  of h i s  supremacis t  f a n t a s y ,  Malouf i n v e n t s  a  l a y  

f i g u r e ,  t h e  l imping, s p e e c h l e s s  b l a c k  whi te  man, Gemmy 

Fa r l ey  [ s i c ]  whom he need n o t  s h r i n k  from c a i l i n g  a  

savage" (Greer 3 ) .  There a r e  a number o f  probiems wi th  

G r e e r ' s  a s s e r t i o n ,  no t  leaçt o f  which is t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

Ilndy's d e s i r e s  a r e  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  "savage" and i t  is 

i n d i v i d u a l s  l i k e  Andy who d e s c r i b e  Gemmy a s  "savage" 

(100 ;  7 ) .  Greer r eads  a  "supremacis t  f an t a sy"  w h ~ r e  

Malouf a c t u a l l y  c r i t i c i z e s  t h e  whi te  supremacis t s  i n  t h e  

colony ( i n d i v i d u a l s  l i k e  Andy). She s e e s  Gemmy a s  

Abor ig ina l  o t h e r ,  wnere Malouf r e v e a l s  Gemmy as a 

c a t a l y s t  f o r  t h e  c o l o n i s t s '  a n x i e t y  t h a t  they  will become 

blackened o r  o t h e r  than B r i t i s h .  Suvendr in i  Perera 

devolops G r e e r ' s  argument t o  sugges t  t h a t  Gemmy is an 

unsucces s fu l ly  redemptive f i g u r e :  " i n s t e a d  of  r e f i g u r i n g  

t h e  oppos i t i on  between ' savagism and c i v i l i s a t i o n ' ,  

between set t ler  and ind igene ,  c o l o n i s e r  and co lon i sed ,  

Malouf 's  t e x t  r e i n s c r i b e s  t h e s e  o p p o s i t i o n s  even a s  i t  

appears  t o  develop a  redemptive n a r r a t i v e  of  h y b r i d i t y "  

( 2 1 ) .  The problem wi th  Gemmy is  c h a t  he i s  n e i t h e r  b l a c k  

nor  a  b lack /whi te  hybr id .  "erera ' s f r u s t r a t i o n  wi th  an 

incornplete c u l t u r a l  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  r e v e a l s  h e r  assumption 

t h a t  Gemmy is, a t  l e a s t  i n  part ,  Abor ig ina l .  The 

"redernptive n a r r a t i v e  of h y b r i d i t y "  t h a t  Perera  s e e k s  and 

cannot  f i n d  is hidden p r e c i s e l y  because b a r r i e r s  between 



d i f f e r e n t  k i n d s  o f  w h i t e n e s s  a r e  e r o d e d  i n s t e a d  o f  t h o s e  

between "sett ler  a n d  i n d i g e n e ,  c o l o n i s e r  and  c o l o n i s e d .  "' 
The A b o r i g i n e s  who f i n d  Gemrny a r e  a l s o  concerned  

t h a t  h i s  a p p e a r a n c e  makes him a l i e n .  They n o t e  t h a t  h i s  

e y e s  a r e  "of  a  m i l k y  c o l o u r ;  b l a n k ,  maybe b l i n d "  ( 2 3 ) .  

They see h i s  " s i l v e r e d  s k i n "  and  t h i n k  he  i s  a g h o s t ,  a  

" s p i r i t ,  a f e e b l e  one,  corne b a c k  f rom t h e  dead  and o n l y  

h a l f  r e b o r n "  (23 ,  2 2 ) .  Gemmy h i m s e l f  o b s e r v e s  t h a t  h i s  

a s s i m i l a t i o n  i n t o  t h e  g r o u p  is i n c o m p l e t e  because  of h i s  

w h i t e n e s s  and h i s  h i s t o r y .  He n o t e s  t h a t  " [ h l e  was 

a c c e p t e d  by t h e  t r i b e  b u t  g u a r d e d l y ;  i n  t h e  d r o l l ,  h a l f -  

a p p r e h e n s i v e  way t h a t  was p r o p e r  CO a n  in-between 

c r e a t u r e "  ( 2 8 ) .  Gemmy i s  a l w a y s  d i f f e r e n t  because  h i s  so -  

c a l l e d  A b o r i g i n a l i t y  is l i m i t e d  by h i s  w h i t e n e s s  and h i s  

w h i t e n e s s  i s  l imited b y  what  t h e  settlers p e r c e i v e  a s  i t s  

u n a c c e p t a b l e  d i f f e r e n c e .  For t h e  A b o r i g i n e s ,  Gemmy's 

a p p e a r a n c e  makes hirn a n  "in-between c r e a t u r e " ;  f o r  t h e  

settlers, it makes him less than  w h i t e .  

Gemmy's l o o k s  make hirn a hyphena ted  b e i n g .  H e  is 

"s t raw-topped h a l f - n a k e d , "  "muddy-eyed" and " h a l f -  

s t a r v e d "  ( 7 ; 3 ) .  H e  is "ugly- lookin" '  and  "rough-headed" 

b u t  h a s  h a i r  as "sun-b leached  a n d  p a l e - s t r a w  c o l o u r e d "  a s  

t h e  c o l o n i s t s '  own (5;  3 ) .  Half one  t h i n g ,  and  h a l f  

a n o t h e r ,  h e  is more a l a r m i n g  f o r  h i s  p h y s i c a l  

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  t h a n  f o r  a n y  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  s t r e n g t h  o r  



h o s t i l i t y .  H e  i s  too  "mangy" f o r  a whi te ,  bu t  e v i d e n t l y  

s t i l l  "a whi te  man" ( 3 ) .  These c o n t r a d i c t o r y  q u a l i t i e s  

show t h e  b a r r i e r s  between t h e  t h i n g s  t h a t  a r e  p a i r e d ,  

r a t h e r  t han ,  a s  i t  would f i r s t  seem, t h e  bonds. Thus 

t h e y  do n o t  show t h a t  Gemmy is  a  r e c o n c i l i a t o r y  f i g u r e  

ernbodying t h e  d i s s o l u t i o n  of  t h e  Manichean b i n a r y .  

I n s t e a d ,  the hyphens sugges t  t h a t  Gemmy's whi teness  is 

undeniab le ,  and t h a t  t h e  c o l o n i s t s  c o n t i n u a l l y  p a i r  it 

wi th  o t h e r n e s s  i n  o r d e r  t o  s e p a r a t e  themselves  from t h e  

â t y p i c a l ,  a la rming  s p e c t a c l e  Gemy p r e s e n t s ,  

The c o l o n i s t s  wonder how Gemmy, a  whi te  man, g o t  t o  

look t h i s  way, f o r  a s  J u l i e  C a r r  s u g g e s t s ,  t h e y  t h i n k  "no 

wh i t e  man would choose t o  l i v e  a s  an Aborigine.  Would 

he?" (71). They a r e  convinced t h a t  Abor ig ines  a r e  less 

than  human, even b e s t i a l .  The c o l o n i s t s  submit Gemmy t o  

t h e  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  d e s i r e s  observed  by Spinks .  They want 

him t o  be  a  wh i t e  man, and s o  see h i s  appearance a s  

syrnptomatic o f  how t h e  Abor ig ines  have abused him. They 

a l s o  want him t o  be o t h e r ,  and t h u s  t h i n k  t h a t  h i s  

appearance shows t h a t  he has  become Abor ig ina l ,  ugly,  and 

e v i l .  Consequent iy ,  perhaps  even more t h a n  h i s  sun-burnt 

skin, Gemrny's p h y s i c a l  d e c r e p i t u d e  h e l p s  t h e  settlers 

c o n s t r u c t  hirn a s  o t h e r .  Lachlan sees Gemmy approach on 

" s t i c k - l i k e  l e g s ,  a l 1  knobbled a t  t h e  j o i n t s "  which make 

t h e  man look  l i k e  "a wounded wa te rb i rd"  ( 2 ) .  Gemmy is  



" p â t h e t i c "  and "misshapen" ( 7 ) .  The c o l o n i s t s  obse rve  

t h a t  " [ h l e  was a  man who had s u f f e r e d  a  good d e a l  o f  

damage. There were sco rch  marks on h i s  c h e s t  and arms 

where he had r o l l e d  i n t o  a  camp f i r e ,  and s i g n s  t h a t  he 

had, a t  one t i m e  o r  ano the r ,  t aken  a  f a i r  b i t  of  knocking 

about" ( 7 )  . I n  a d d i t i o n  " [hl  i s  j o i n t s  were swol len  and 

one l e g  was s h o r t e r  t han  t h e  o t h e r  and a  l i t t l e  t w i s t e d "  

( 8 ) .  The s e t t l e r s  t h i n k  him t o o  broken t o  be whi te ,  

perhaps t o o  broken even t o  bs human. They t h i n k  t h a t  

A u s t r a l i a  and its people  have done t h i s  t o  him. 

Also l u r k i n g  i n  t h e  c o l o n i s t s '  d e s c r i p t i o n s  i s  t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  they could become Like Gemmy, hence 

t h e i r  adamance: he must be black ,  f o r  i f  he is wh i t e ,  

then  t h i s  is what could  becorne of a l 1  of  them. H e  makes 

them wonder whether you could " l o s e  it? Not j u s t  

language, but i t .  It" ( 4 0 )  . For Gernrny "had s t a r t e d  o u t  

whi te .  No q u e s t i o n  [ .  . . ]  But had he remained whi te?"  

( 4 0 ) .  They a r e  h o r r i f i e d  by the p o s s i b i l i t y  of  t h e i r  own 

t r ans fo rma t ion .  Thus t h e  f e a r  t h a t  t h e y  w i L l  be un- 

whitened i s  a  f e a r  of l o s i n g  i t .  That i t  is, 

c o n t r a d i c t o r i l y ,  Gernrny too. On t h e  one hand, it is t h e  

whi teness  t h e  c o l o n i s t s  f e a r  l o s i n g .  On t h e  o t h e r ,  it is 

a l s o  Gemmy, t h e  a b o d i m e n t  o f  what they  see a s  d r a s t i c  

a l t e r a t i o n .  Gemmy becomes a  netonym f o r  t h e  c o l o n i s t s '  

f e a r  o f  becoming other t h a n  themselves,  o r  o t h e r  t h a n  



British. The c o l o n i s t s  Say of him "he re  it is, n o t  two 

ya rds  away, s o l i d  a n d  b r e a t h i n g , "  a d d i n g  t h a t  " [ i l t  

b rough t  you s l a p  up a g a i n s t  a terror" (42 )  . Gemmy 

embodies t h e i r  f e a r s :  i t  is Gemmy t h a t  "brought  you s l ap  

up a g a i n s t  a t e r r o r "  ( 4 2 ) .  

Gemmy r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  from what t h e  

c o l o n i s t s  t h i n k  t h e y  a re  t o  wha t  they f e a r  t h e y  will 

becorne. He i s  a n  example of what  C h r i s t o p h e r  Miller 

c a l l s  " t h e  l o c u s  where t h e  l i g h t  of t h e  suri becomes 

d a r k n e s s , "  where l i g h t  and a l 1  t h a t  i t  connotes f o r  

n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  European c o l o n i a l i s r n  ( c i v i l i s a t i o n ,  

e n l i g h t e n m e n t )  shows t h a t  i t  c a n  be scorched, b u r n t  d a r k  

and transformed i n t o  blackness w i t h ,  i n  t u r n ,  a l l  t h a t  i t  

c o n n o t e s  ( p r i m i t i v i s m ,  i g n o r a n c e )  (Miller 8 )  . Gemmy' s 

" l e a t h e r y  face" is " s c o r c h e d  b l a c k "  ( 3 ) .  He shows t h a t  

w h i t e n e s s  is v u l n e r a b l e  t o  i n j u r y ,  t o  change and t o  

becominq like its other. Ross Chambers writes t h a t  

b l a c k n e s s  becomes a m y t h o l o g i s e d  a b s o l u t e  i n  Miller's 

v i s i o n ,  and  t h a t  t h i s  a b s o l u t e  i m p l i e s  an equally 

mÿtho log i sed  w h i t e n e s s  a t  t h e  o t h e r  end  of t h e  spect rum:  

w h i t e n e s s  is "normal ized  i n t o  f a m i l i a r i t y  and t a k e n  f o r  

g r a n t e d  r a t h e r  t h a n  p o s i n g  a  c h a l l e n g e  by v i r t u e  o f  i t s  

ex t reme  o t h e r n e s s "  (193). Chambers s u g g e s t s  t h a t  

whiteness is  unexamined and normative because ,  d e s p i t e  

being a t  one end  of the spec t rum,  it is n o t  p e r c e i v e d  a s  



extreme. Blackness is constructed in opposition to this 

spectacular and yet normalised and consequently 

unexamined whiteness. Blackness, not whiteness, is made 

to seem aberrant. However, Gemmy is associated with both 

"Absolute Dark" and the "white man" ( 3 ) .  His spectacular 

black-whiteness facilitates the re-examination of 

blackness and whiteness; he makes whiteness seem 

abnormal. The comrningling of black and white in Gemmy 

suggests where atypical qualities may emerge from within 

the skin of the white colonial stereotype. As with the 

hyphenated descriptions of him, one can see that 

referring to Gemmy as "black white man" does not make him 

an in-between brown; he is instead an unexpected shade of 

white. 

Gemmy is so troubling because his whiteness 

challenges the limits and boundaries of colonial, settler 

whiteness. This challenge is enacted literally: Gemmy 

crosses the boundary fence that divides white settler 

from black Aborigine. He cornes from the Aborginal side, 

and looks like a black, but declares, unexpectedly, "Do 

not shoot. I am a Bri t ish object" (33) . A burnt, injured 

and scarred whiteness challenges the white community's 

boundaries both by crossing them and by suggesting that 

they are permeable: they do not keep Aborigines out and 

they do not keep whiteness in either.8 Veronica Brady 



writes t h a t  " [ t l h e  d i s p r o p o r t i o n  between Gemrny's 

v u l n e r a b l e  humanity and t h e  r h e t o r i c  o f  imperia l ism 

t h r e a t e n s  [ t h e  se t t le rs ' ]  i d e n t i t y  a s  he becomes t h e  

double  t h e y  f e a r ,  t h e  s e l f  n o t  as v i c t o r i o u s ,  bu t  a s  

a b j e c t "  ( 9 6 )  . For Brady, Gemrny i s  a t  once a b j e c t  and a  

"double" s e l f ;  he  i s  both  a b j e c t  and uncanny. Gemmy's 

a b j e c t  q u a l i t i e s  i nc lude  what t h e  colony pe rce ives  a s  t h e  

" v i o l e n t  d a r k  r e v o l t t r  of being t h a t  " l i e s  t h e r e ,  q u i t e  

c l o s e ,  bu t  cannot  be a s s i m i l a t e d "  (Kr i s t eva  2 ) .  They see 

him a s  t h r e a t e n i n g  because unass imi l ab l e  and ye t  p a r t  of  

t h e i r  community. H i s  ve ry  presence  is a  r e b e l l i o n  a g a i n s t  

t h e i r  i d e a l s  and t h e i r  f â i t h  i n  t h e  whi te  c o l o n i a l  

s t e r e o t y p e .  Like t h e  Kr is tevan  a b j e c t ,  Gemrny " c a l l s  i n t o  

q u e s t i o n  bo rde r s  and t h r e a t e n s  i d e n t i t y "  (O l ive r  225) .  

However, Gemmy is a l s o  uncann i ly  f a m i l i a r .  For 

i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  c h i l d r e n  i n s i d e  t h e  f ence  a r e  s u r p r i s e d  by 

h i s  h a i r  which is blond l i k e  " t h e i r  own" ( 3 ) .  Freud 

writes t h a t  t h e  uncanny "is t h a t  c l a s s  o f  t h e  f r i g h t e n i n g  

which l e a d s  back t o  what is known o f  o l d  and long 

f a m i l i a r "  (220),  "something which is  f a m i l i a r  and old-  

e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  minci and which has  become a l i e n a t e d  

from it o n l y  through t h e  p r o c e s s  of r ep re s s ion"  (241) ,  

w i th  t h e  r e s u l t a n t  c a p a c i t y  t o  provoke "dread and 

ho r ro r , "  " r epu l s ion  and d i s t r e s s "  (219) .  Gemmy reminds 

t h e  settlers t h a t  t h e y  t o o  have, i n  a  sense ,  been 



orphaned, abandoned i n  a hostile environment and l e f t  t o  

manage as b e s t  t h e y  can. They a r e  eas i ly  l o s t  " i n  t h e  

immensi t ies  of  t h e  land,  under a sky  t h a t  opened too  f a r  

i n  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  i n f i n i t y "  (110). They a r e  a f f e c t e d  by 

" t h e  f e a r f u l  l o n e l i n e s s  of t h e  p l ace"  and " t h e  absence of  

ghos t s , "  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h o s e  of t h e i r  own B r i t i s h  pasts 

( 1 1 0 ) .  He reminds them of t h e  f r a i l t y  o f  t h e i r  i d e a l s ,  

and of t h e i r  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  t h e i r  new environment and 

i ts  i n h a b i t a n ~ s .  He reminds them cf t h e i r  doubts and 

f e a r s ;  they consequent ly  respond t o  him by be ing  r epu l sed  

and d i s t r e s s e d .  

T h a t  Gemmy is both uncznny and a b j e c t  r e v e a l s  t h e  

paradox of his p o s i t i o n  vis-à-vis t h 2  colony.  He is b o t h  

recognised a s  a w h i t e  man and n o t  even recognised  a s  

human. HE i s  " t h e  b lack  w h i t e  man" and "a scarecrow" 

(10;  3 ) .  Kr i s t eva  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  between the a b j e c t  and 

t h e  uncanny: "[elssentially d i f f e r e n t  from 'uncann ines s , '  

more v i o l e n t  too ,  a b j e c t i o n  is e l a b o r a t e d  through a 

f a i l u r e  to  recognize  i ts  k i n ;  no th ing  is f a m i l i a r ,  n o t  

even t h e  shadow of a memory" ( 5 ) -  Abjec t ion  and 

uncanniness-though d i s s i m i l a r  ( t h e  former i nvo lves  l a c k  

of r e c o g n i t i o n ,  the l a t t e r  r e q u i r e s  i t ) - b o t h  cause  f e a r  

because bo th  make t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  q u e s t i o n  t h e  s a f e t y  of 

h i s / h e r  i d e n t i t y .  60th a l so  e n t a i l  t h e  resurfacing of  

what has  been hidden o r  repressed- I n  a l i rn ina l  "b lack  



whi te"  human/inhuman f i g u r e  l i k e  Gemmy, t h e  concep t s  can  

combine. Gemmy c o n f r o n t s  t h e  c o l o n i s t s  and t h e y  p e r c e i v e  

him a s  a  v i o l e n t  and u n f a m i l i a r  Aborigine.  H e  makes t h e  

c o l o n i s t s  f e e l  unsafe  bo th  because h i s  a r r i v a 1  s u g g e s t s  

t h e i r  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  Abor ig ina l  r a i d s  and because i t  

s u g g e s t s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  t h e y  w i l l  become 

ind igen i sed  l i k e  him. K t  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  r e t u r n  o f  what 

t h e  colony has  a b j e c t e d  a s  o t h e r  ( t h e  Abor ig ines)  and i s  

a l s o  an uncanny reminder of what they  fear  i n  themselves  

( t h e i r  own p o t e n t i a l  t o  become A u s t r a l i a n ) .  

George Abbott ,  t h e  schoolmas te r ,  s u s p e c t s  t h a t  "what 

t h e y  were d e a l i n g  wi th ,  i n  Gemmy, might be  c l o s e r  t o  

them, t o  n i m ,  t h a n  he knew" ( 1 7 9 )  . Gemmy evokes "a 

t e r r o r  you thought  you had l ea rned ,  yea r s  back, t o  t r e a t  

a s  c h i l d i s h :  The Bogey, t h e  Coal man, Absolute  n i g h t "  

( 4 2 ) .  H e  is an uncanny reminder of t h e  c o l o n i s t s '  own 

unwelcome, a t a v i s t i c  q u a l i t i e s .  By being l i k e  them and 

y e t  a t  odds wi th  their c o n v i c t i o n  o f  t h e i r  own 

" c i v i l i s e d "  whi teness ,  Gemmy s t r a i n s  t h e  c o l o n i s t s '  

c h e r i s h e d  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  t hey  a r e  immune t o  t h e i r  own 

u n c i v i l i s e d  n a t u r e s ,  o r  even t o  t h e i r  own an imal  srnell: 

t h e  h o r r o r  it czrries t o  you is n o t  j u s t  t h e  srnell, 

i n  your own sweat,  o f  a h a l f - f o r g o t t e n  swamp-world 

going back deep i n  bo th  o f  you, b u t  t h a t  f o r  him, a s  



you meet face to face here in the Sun, you and al1 

you stand for have not yet appeared over the horizon 

of the world, so that after a moment al1 the wealth 

of it goes dim in you, then is cancelled altogether, 

and you must meet at last in a terrifying equality 

that strips the last rags frorn your sou1 and leaves 

you so far out on the edge of yourself that your 

fear now is that you may never get back. 

It was the mixture of rnonstrous strangeness and 

unwelcome likeness that made Gemmy Fairley so 

dis turbing . ( 4 3 )  

The colonists are alarmed because of the uncanniness of 

recognising themselves in Gemmy, this man they would 

prefer not to recognise at all. His existence suggests 

the irrelevance of their own British history to this 

unfamiliar landscape. Here British colonial civilisation 

is inconsequential. Gemmy's presence implies that now 

they too are simply white Australians. What they 

recognise in Gemmy also makes them question themselves. 

Jock McIvor, for example, is "disturbed, most of all, by 

the view this gave him of himself" (73). Even Gemmy is 

surprised by his uncanny similarities with the colonists. 

He remembers snippets of British life and wonders where 

the memories came from. He thinks there is another 



creature l i v i n g  i n s i d e  him. A s  he d e c i d e s  t o  c r o s s  t h e  

f e n c e ,  he is s u r p r i s e d  t ha t  he wants  "to be r e c o g n i s e d "  

( 3 2 ) .  H e  i s  conv inced  t h a t  t h e  i n n e r  c r e a t u r e  needs  a 

l anguage  he  d o e s  not have,  t h a t  "[ilt was t h e  words t h a t  

would r e c o g n i s e  him" ( 3 2 )  . 

Gernmy t h i n k s  l anguage  i s  key t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  

c r e a t u r e  i n s i d e  hirn wha remembers l i f e  in B r i t ü i n .  L ike  

F r a n k e n s t e i n ' s  mons te r ,  he  c r o u c h e s  o u t s i d e  a house, 

t r y i n g  t o  near t h e  words spoken and  u n d e r s t a n d  thern: 

[ h ] e  p u t  h i s  shoulder to t h e  rouqh s l a b s ,  b e l i e v i n g  

t h a t  if he c o u l d  o n l y  ger near enouqh, t h e  meaning 

o f  what was s a i d  would come c l e a r  t o  hirn, he  would 

s n a t c h  t h e  words c l e a n  out of t h e  s p e a k e r s '  mouths.  

I f  he could g e t  t h e  words i n s i d e  hirn, as he  had t h e  

soaked  mush, t h e  c r e a t u r e  o r  s p i r i t  o r  wha tever  it 

was, would come up t o  t h e  s u r f a c e  of  him and t a k e  

them. It was t h e  words he  had t o  g e t  h o l d  o f .  ( 3 2 )  

Even Gernmy p e r c e i v e s  hirnself  a s  doubled. H e  i d e n t i f i e s  

h i m s e l f  a s  o t h e r  t h a n  B r i t i s h ,  b u t  he  thinks t h a t  t h e r e  

is a g h o s t  of someone else t h a t  l ives  i n s i d e  him and is 

B r i t i s h .  H i s  B r i t i s h  h i s t o r y  is u n r e a l  and  s p e c t r a l  t o  

him. It i s  uncanny-he s t a r t l e s  h i m s e l f  by recognising 

B r i t i s h  t h i n g s ,  and English words i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  Gemmy 



b e l i e v e s  t h a t  i f  he  can r e t r i e v e  t h e  language, he  can 

b r i n g  t h e  B r i t i s h  ghos t  i n s i d e  him back t o  l i f e .  

However, Engl i sh  words remain e l u s i v e .  He remembers h i s  

Engl i sh  i n  p i e c e s ,  and o n l y  t o  t h e  l i m i t e d  e x t e n t  t h a t  he  

had known t h e  language i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l ace .  He remernbers 

h i s  stammer as well, and t h i n k s  t h a t  it i s  " [ a ]  weakness 

t h a t  [ is] i n s e p a r a b l e ,  perhaps ,  f rom t h e  tongue i t s e l f "  

( 1 4 ) -  The s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n  and u n c e r t a i n t y  impl ied  by h i s  

stammer is l i n k e d  w i t h  che B r i t i s h  l i f e  i n  which Gernmy 

was dep rec i aced  and undermined. I n  B r i t a i n  he was a  

s e r v a n t ,  and so l ea rned  l i t t l e  vocabulary,  no "more than  

t h e  few hundred words t h a t  were immediately need fu l  t o  

him, t o  fil1 h i s  b e l l y  o r  s ave  h i s  s k i n ,  having heard 

L i t t l e  i n  h i s  l i f e  bu t  commands, c u r s e s ,  coarse 

endearments" ( 2 6 ) .  H e  a l s o  connec ts  h i s  stammer wi th  h i s  

pover ty :  "noth ing  he had d e a l t  wi th  had been h i s  own. H e  

had stamrnered o v e r  most o f  them, b-b-boots, j- j- jug; h i s  

hold was b u t t e r y "  ( 2 7 ) .  Because of h i s  c l a s s  and h i s  

p o s t  a s  W i l l e t t ' s  s e r v a n t ,  Gemmy has  l i t t l e  t o  Say i n  

Engl i sh .  The c o l o n i s t s  t h i n k  t h a t  Gemmy has l o s t  "it" 

because o f  h i s  l a c k  of f a c i l i t y  w i th  Engl i sh  ( 4 0 ) .  

However, "it" i s  a kind of n a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t y  Gemmy neve r  

had. H i s  ho ld  on i d e a l  B r i t i s h n e s s  (and s o  i d e a l  

wh i t enes s )  i s  as b u t t e r y  as h i s  hc ld  on words- H i s  

s t u t t e r e d  "1 am a B-b-br i t ish  o b j e c t "  makes t h i s  clear 



( 3 ) .  

Gemmy's " b u t t e r y "  h o l d  on B r i t i s h  i d e n t i t y  t h u s  has 

to do  w i t h  h i s  l a c k  of f a c i l i t y  w i t h  the l anguage  t h a t  

p r o d u c e s  b a t h  i ts  c o l o n i a l  r h e t o r i c  and t h a t  r h e t o r i c ' s  

i d e a l s .  Gemmy Is n o t  h a l e  and  h e a r t y ,  does  n o t  have clean 

p i n k  cheeks  o r  well-smoothed b l o n d  h a i r ;  he  d o e s  n o t  

announce p r o u d l y  "1 am a B r i t i s h  S u b j e c t . "  However, no 

one  alse i n  t h e  c o l o n y  r e a l l y  f i t s  the s t e r e o t y p e  

e i t h e r . '  T h i s  ï oo  cornes o u t  most c l e a r l y  i n  language.  

Lach lan  p o s e s  as  c r c h e t y p a l  se t t le r  c o n t r o l l i n g  t h e  land 

and i ts  p e r c e i v e d  o t h e r s .  He h o l d s  a  s t i c k  up t o  Gemmy's 

back  a s  i f  i t  were a  gun and s a y s ,  t e l l i n g  t h e  man t o  

s h u t  up, " [ j u s t  s t e i k  y u r  mooth" ( 4 )  . T h i s  i s  S c o t s ,  

n o t  s i m p l y  " B r i t i s h , "  and i t  is poor ,  rnining-town S c o t s  

a t  t h a t .  E l l e n  McIvor ç c o l d s  Janet i n  a  s i m i l a r l y  

S c o t t i s h  a c c e n t :  "O f o r  h e a v e n ' s  s a k e  l a s s i e  [ .  . . ]  

d i n n a e  you s t a r t "  ( 7 )  . The c o l o n i s t s  are a  s p e c i f i c  k i n d  

o f  w h i t e  and a  s p e c i f i c  k i n d  o f  B r i t i s h  ( S c o t t i s h ,  p o o r )  . 
Gemmy's d i f f e r e n c e  is a n  e x a g g e r a t i o n  of  how t h e y  

t h e m s e l v e s  d e p a r t  from t h e  s t e r e o t y p e  of  t h e  i d e a l  white 

c o l o n i s t .  The settlers Malouf d e s c r i b e s  " r e a l l y  are reai 

p i o n e e r s ,  n o t  j u s t  of a n o t h e r  c o u n t r y ,  b u t  p i o n e e r s  o f  

the human s ta te .  These  p e o p l e  a r e  n o t  a d v e n t u r e r s ;  they 

have gone t h e r e  S e c a u s e  t h e y  were poor  and uneducated- 

b e c a u s e  t h e y  have no power a t  home" (Malouf i n  



P a p a s t e r g i a d i s  8 7 ) .  They a r e  aware o f  t h e  myths t h a t  

c o n s t r u c t  thern a s  whi te  c o l o n i a l  f i g u r e s ,  and a l s o ,  it 

seems, of  how t h e y  do n o t  comply. Th i s  knowledge 

f r e q u e n t l y  mani fes t s  i t s e l f  as de fens iveness  about  t h e i r  

s u p e r i o r i t y  t o  t h e  Aborigines .  Gernmy a r r i v e s ,  and they  

draw on c a p t i v i t y  myths and s t e r e o t y p e s  t o  exp la in  him, 

becorning u n c e r t a i n  "how much of  [ t h e  s t o r y ]  was r e a l  and 

how rnuch they  had themselves s u p p l i e d  from t a l e s  t h e y  

a l r e a d y  knew, s i n c e  he was by no means t h e  f i r s t  whi te  

man t o  have turned up l i k e  t h i s  a f t e r  a s p e l l  arnong t h e  

b l acks"  (16). The c o l o n i s t s  t r y  t o  e x p l a i n  Gemmy s o  a s  t o  

sxpLain themselves.  J u s t  a s  t h e  foundat ion  and F rase r  

myths a r e  ways of l e g i t i m a t i n g  wh i t e  presence and 

r e a s s e r t i n g  white s u p e r i o r i t y  o v e r  t h e  Aborigines ,  s o  

Gemmy's s t o r y  becomes a  way f o r  t h e  se t t lers  t o  r e a s s u r e  

themselves  of t h e i r  c o r r e c t n e s s  and t h e i r  r i g h t  t o  t h e  

land .  

The w r i t t e n  n a r r a t i v e  F r a z x  a n a  Abbott concoct t o  

e x p l a i n  Gemmy's l i f e  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e s e  two men, i n  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  want t o  see themselves  a s  i d e a l  c o l o n i a l  

f i g u r e s ,  and t o  s e e  Gemmy ( a s  Spinks sugges t s )  a s  both 

inexorab ly  o t h e r  and r e - a s s i m i l a b l e  through t h e i r  

benevolence and gene ros i ty .  The n a r r a t i v e  makes thern p a r t  

of  a myth o f  c o l o n i a l  s u p e r i o r i t y  as  rnuch a s  it makes 

Gemmy p a r t  o f  a  myrh o f  r e p a t r i a t i o n  ( l i k e  the E l i z a  



Frase r  myth) and o t h e r n e s s  ( l i k e  t h e  foundat ion  myths 

which d e s c r i b e  sett lers and t h e i r  c o n f l i c t s  wi th  

A b o r i g i n e s ) .  T h e r e  a r e  two s t a g e s  to t h e  w r i t i n g  down o f  

Gemmy's l i f e ,  and bo th  obscure  Gemmy. The f i r s t  i s  

F r a s e r ' s  effort t o  unders tand  Gemmy's speech.  The second 

i s  A b b o t t ' s  mischievous t i n k e r i n g  w i t h  F r a z e r ' s  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  Gemmy's words, Both Frazer  and Abbott 

have vested i n t e r e s t s .  Frazer  sees Gemmy as a mode1 

" forerunnsr"  b u t  a l s o  f e e l s  s o r r y  f o r  hirn ( "  [ O ]  u r  poor 

friend" 1 ( 132) . He t h i n k s  Gemmy r e p r e s e n t s  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  bu t  is a f r a i d  t o  conternplate what would 

happen i f  a l 1  o f  them became l i k e  him, or a l 1  tu rned  away 

£rom the p r e s c r i b e d  i d e a l  B r i t i s h  codes of behaviour and 

appearance.  Abbott has  no i n t e r e s t  i n  unders tanding 

Gemmy, b u t  wants t o  imagine himself  as c o l o n i s t  

shou lde r ing  what Kip l ing  c a l l e d  " t h e  White Man's Burden." 

A t  f i f t e e n ,  Abbott had envis ioned  h imse l f  a s  a  c o l o n i a l  

hero.  H e  wanted t o  s t r i k e  o u t  i n t o  A f r i c a ,  " t h e  Dark 

Cont inent"  ( 4 9 )  : " [h l  e wanted a  l i fe  which was arduous,  

which would c a l 1  on h i s  s t r e n g t h , "  which would, i n  s h o r t ,  

r e q u i r e  hirn t o  be t h e  i d e a l  wh i t e  B r i t i s h  e x p l o r e r  and 

c o l o n i s t  among t h e  b l a c k s  ( 4 9 ) .  Be cornes i n s t e a d  t o  

A u s t r a l i a  and s t r u g g l e s  t h e r e a f t e r  w i t h  c r e a t i n ç  t h a t  

h e r o i c  image i n  what he sees as a less f i t t i n g  con tex t ,  

f o ~  h e r e  " [ e l v e n  t h e  n a t i v e s  were of  a d ingy  greyness"  



(51). A s  Abbott  observes ,  " [ i j t  was i n  t h i s  l i g h t  t h a t  

he cons idered  t h e  yamrnering, yowling f e l l o w  whose s t o r y  

he had taken  down"; he  writes Gemmy's n a r r a t i v e  i n  t h e  

con tex t  of  h i s  own disappointment  and d e s i r e  t o  b e  more 

l i k e  a  c o l o n i a l  e x p l o r e r  ( 51) . 

Fraze r  and Abbott  c r e a t e  a  "Colonia l  f a i r y t a l e , "  

p r e s e n t i n g  Gemmy s o  a s  t o  convince themselves  t h a t  they  

are who they  want t o  be ( 1 9 )  . Frazer  means w e l l ,  and 

l i k e s  t o  t h i n k  well of  hirnself ,  bu t  h i s  i n t e r v e n t i o n s  a r e  

misguided. H e  tr ies to get  Gemrny's s t o r y  o u t  of  him: 

I t  was Mr. F r a z e r ' s  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  sympathy he f e l t  

f o r  t h e  man, which was very s t r o n g ,  gave him an 

i n f a l l i b l e  i n s i g h t  i n t o  what he was t r y i n g  t o  g e t  

o u t  [ .  . . ]  t h e y  sat,  a t  times, a t  a  d i s t a n c e  of  

j u s t  i nches ,  hoo t ing  and shou t ing  a t  one ano the r ;  on 

Gemmy's s i d e ,  odd b u r s t s  of sound, half-meanings a t  

most; on t h e  o t h e r  whole phrases  t h a t ,  whether o r  

no t  they  were quite what t h e  man in tended ,  found 

t h e i r  way i n t o  what George Abbott set down. ( 1 7 )  

Frazer  i n t r o d u c e s  i n a c c u r a c i e s  by supply ing  t h e  h i s t o r y  

he t h i n k s  is Gemmy's. Although we l l - i n t en t ioned ,  

F r a z e r ' s  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  s t o r y  a p p r o p r i a t e s  Gemmy by  

focus ing  on how F r a z e r  himself  has  " i n f a l l i b l e  i n s i g h t "  



and great "sympathy." Abbott's transcription 

appropriates Frazer ("in his eyes such a fool"), G e m y  

and the narrative itself (19). Where Frazer's 

inaccuracies suggest missionary zeal, Abbott's suqgest 

his desire to make himself more exciting. He thinks 

Frazer is smug and ridiculous. Abbott wants to seem 

"sceptical" and superior to the occasion: 

Out of boredom, but also to set himself at a 

distance from the occasion and to register, if only 

in an obscure and indirect way, the contempt he felt 

for the minister's smugness, he had introduced into 

what he had just set down a phrase or two of his 

own. 

[ .  - 1  

The imp of invention gave a gleeful kick in him and 

what he added now was not a change of phrasing, but 

an alteration of fact-nothing blatant. The thought 

of this scrap of mistruth, deliberately introduced 

among so much that was mere guesswork on the 

minister's part, not to say sentimental fantasy, 

appealed to his sense of the absurd [. . . ]  In this 

way, he appropriated a little of the occasion for 

himself, stepped in and concealed himself, a 

sceptical shade, at this and that point of the 



m i n i s t e r ' s  C o l o n i a l  f a i r y t a l e .  ( 1 9 )  

The " C o l o n i a l  f a i r y t a l e "  is f i n a l l y  more a b o u t  Abbot t  and  

F r a z e r  t h a n  a b o u t  Gemmy h i m s e l f  .'O The two t r a n s m o g r i f y  

Gemmy by t r a n s l a t i n g  him i n t o  t h e  i n a d e q u a t e  and 

i n a c c u r a t e  l anguage  of c o l o n i a l i s m .  They make hirn p a r t  

o f  a c o l o n i a l  myth which does  n o t  a c t u a l l y  d e s c r i b e  h i s  

l i f e  and which b rooks  no anomal ies .  F r a z e r ' s  s y m p a t h i e s  

and A b b o t t ' s  i n t r u s i o n s  c r e a t e  a n  E l i z a  F r a s e r - l i k e  s t o r y  

which e v e n t u a l l y  p r o c u r e s  Gemmy a n  o f f e r  f o r  a n  u t t e r l y  

i n a p p r o p r i a t e  job a s  Customs O f f i c e r  ( 1 7 5 ) .  F r a z e r  and 

A b b o t t ' s  n a r r a t i v e  i m p l i s s  t h a t  Gemmy's r e t u r n  t o  

o r t h o d o x  c o l o n i a l  B r i t i s h n e s s  i s  p o s s i b l e .  I t  d o e s  n o t  

comrnunicate t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  Gemmy h a s  no d e s i r e  t o  

b e  B r i t i s h ,  b u t  wants  t o  be  A u s t r a l i a n  i n s t e a d . "  The 

n a r r â t i v e  o m i t s  t h e  p a r t s  of  Gemmy's h i s t o r y  which do  n o t  

f i t  w i t h  c o n c e p t i o n s  of c o l o n i a l  B r i t i s h n e s s ;  it elides 

t h e  crises o f  i d e n t i t y  s u f f e r e d  by t h e  a u t h o r s  a n d  o m i t s  

t h e  h a r d s h i p s  Gernmy s u f f e r e d  ( a n d  c o n t i n u e s  t a  s u f f e r )  a t  

B r i t i s h  hands.  

Gemmy's m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  

n a r r a t i v e  reveals how s e r i o u s  i t s  o m i s s i o n s  a r e .  H e  

b e l i e v e s  t h a t  " [mlag ic  [ .  . . ]  had been t h e  e s s e n c e "  o f  

t h e  a f t e r n o o n  s p e n t  p r o d u c i n g  t h e  seven  h a n d w r i t t e n  

s h e e t s  ( 2 0 ) .  Though h e  i s  u n s u r e  how much h e  h a s  



mentioned of  a l 1  t h a t  "over t h e  l ong  a f t e r n o o n  [ .  . . ]  he  

had gl impsed and recognised ,  g l impsed and s h i e d  away 

from, and in t ended  and f a i l e d  t o  t e l l , "  he  i s  convinced 

h i s  ch i ldhood  is  i n  t h e  pages (21). H e  is convinced t h a t  

" [ h l e  was known. Le f t  a l o n e  w i th  t h e  s h e e t s ,  t o  brood and 

s n i f f ,  t h e  whole of what he was, Gsmmy, might corne back 

t o  him" ( 2 0 ) .  He t h i n k s  t h e  s h e e t s  c o n t a i n  h i s  

p r o t e c t o r / t o r m e n t o r  " W i l l e t t  w i t h  h i s  b r i s t l i n g  r e d  h a i r "  

a s  w e l l  a s  " t h e  ra ts ,  and o l d  Crouch" (21 )  . H e  t h i n k s  

t h a t  i f  t h e  s h e e t s  write of h i s  misery,  d e s t r o y i n g  them 

w i l l  f r e e  him of i t . "  Gernrnyrs obses s ion  wi th  s p e c i f i c  

d e t a i l s  o f  h i s  former l i f e ,  and t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which he Fs 

tormented by them, sugges t s  t h a t  t h e s e  a r e  t h e  s t o r i e s  

which need t o  be  t o l d  i f  he i s  t o  be helped.  However, 

j u s t  a s  t h e r e  a r e  no Eng l i sh  words f o r  A u s t r a l i a n  p l a n t s  

and f r u i t s ,  Gemmy, Frazer  and Abbott  cannot  ( o r  w i l l  no t ,  

i n  t h e  c a s e  of  t h e  l a t t e r  two) f i n d  Engl i sh  words t o  

d e s c r i b e  a whi teness  which is A u s t r a l i a n  r a t h e r  t han  

B r i t i s h .  

What i s  l e f t  ou t ,  then ,  i s  ev idence  t h a t  Br i t ons  

have been c r u e l e r  t han  any Aborigine i n  t h e  se t t lers '  

c a p t i v i t y  and founda t ion  myths. Gemmy n o t e s  t h a t  " [ h l i s  

r e a l  t o m e n t o r s  [a re1  i n  h i s  headn (119)  . They a r e  

Britisn. The pinewood c h e s t  a t  M r s .  Hutchence 's  reminds 

him o f  working a t  a wood m i l l ,  sweeping under t h e  t e e t h  



of the saws and eating the machine grease on the floor 

(146) . He remembers himself as one of "an army of little 

shitty creatures," ând as an etiolated "maggot" (146). 

His self-descriptions emphasise his whiteness, but also 

the otherness which leaves him groping "in the darkness 

[ .  , . ]  for the others" like him (146). The "maggots" 

join Mosey, the Irish and Willett to become nightmarish 

figures. He dreams of the rats he had to tend for Willett 

and how they bit him, running up his pant legs if they 

could (151). He rsmembers the many bites that "turn to 

open sores" (151). He also dreams of Willetc's mol1 who 

"frigs him" under his shirt when he is ten or eleven 

(151). He remembers that it was after one of these 

nights, and after "a beating no worse than others he has 

received" that he set £ire to Willett's apartment in a 

revenge which he himself does not fully understand and 

cannot clearly articulate: "some darker nature [had] 

begun to emerge in him. He [had] resentments" ( 151) . 

The resentments Gemmy acknowledges at age ten or 

eleven are the results of the privations of poverty, but 

also of Willett's abuse and willingness to let his 

friends abuse the boy. He remembers Mosey and the Irish 

taunting hirn as they "bowled him back and forth between 

them" until 



t h e y  began t o  t h r u s t  a b o u t  under  h i s  c l o t h e s ,  and  

t h e  cries t h a t  b r o k e  f rom him a s  t h e i r  f i n g e r s  

p inched  and poked a n d  t e a s e d  a n d  twis ted  were t h e  

cries o f  a  c h i l d ,  b u t  t h e  p a i n  now was t h a t  o f  a  

grown man, o u t r a g e d  a n d  p o w e r l e s s ,  who had t o  s t a n d  

by and se€ it done,  a n d  f o r  a l 1  t h e  f i e r c e  howls 

t h a t  came o u t  o f  him c o u l d  n e i c h e r  dri-re t h e  d e v i l s  

o f f  n o r  p r e v e n t  what ,  i n  a  moment now, u n l e s s  h e  

wakes, w i l l  b e  p a s t  a l 1  remedy . , . (120  [ M a l o u f ' s  

e l l i p s e s ] )  

The d e s c r i p t i o n  is horrifie. Gemmy is t a u n t e d ,  t e a s e d  t o  

t h e  p o i n t  o f  some o u t r a g e  which l ies beyond l anguage  and 

is e x p r e s s e d  i n  e l l i p s e s  i n s t e a d .  Malouf makes i t  c l e a r  

t h a t  Gemmy a l s o  c o n t i n u e s  t o  s u f f e r  a t  t h e  hands  o f  

B r i t i s h  s u b j e c t s ,  f o r  Gemmy wakes o u t  o f  t h i s  dream 

" [ a j n d  i t  is  t r u e .  T h i s  t i m e  i t  is  t r u e .  He is awake, and  

t h e s e  o t h e r s ,  a l 1  knuckled hands  and s h o u l d e r s  a n d  rough 

heads  and b r e a t h ,  a r e  cramped c l o s e  under  t h e  l e a n - t o  

w i t h  hirn, shov ing ,  w h i s p e r i n g  i n s t r u c t i o n s ,  a t  one  p o i n t  

giggling" (121) . I n  t h e  dark, Gemmy is t a k e n  o u t  o f  t h e  

l e a n - t o  s o  t h a t  a g roup  of  se t t lers  can  t r y  t o  drown him. 

The dream o f  a b u s e  becomes the  waking e x p e r i e n c e  o f  more 

abuse ,  and  more t h r e a t s  t o  h i s  s a f e t y .  Malouf ' s  s h i f t  

from t h e  British a b u s e  i n  B r i t a i n  t o  t h e  B r i t i s h  a b u s e  i n  



Australia challenges the myth of colonial superiority. 

There is depravity in England as well as in Australia. 

Malouf's picture of whiteness shows qualities the 

colonists would prefer to attribute to the Aborigines. 

Whiteness is shown as excessively sexual (Willett's 

moll) , lazy (Willett) and uncivil (Mosey and the Irish) . 

In the worst of the colony, these kinds of failings are 

coupled with smugness. Andy McKillop, for instance, lies 

and drinks and yet is also convinced tnat he is better 

than any Phoriginal. 13  

As 1 observe in my introduction, whiteness is 

constructed "as an slitist category" (Naksyama and Martin 

S I ) .  It conceals both race and class disadvantage. Gemrny 

is othered by his poverty as much as by his appearance. 

In Britain, he is the nineteenth-century equivalent of 

what Annalee Newitz and Matthew Wray refer to (in the 

context of twentieth-century America) as "white trash": 

he is poor, uneducated and is perceived as uncivilised 

(168). He is al1 this before he ever sets foot in 

Australia and before the settlers can insist that he is 

these things because he has becorne Aboriginal. Newitz and 

Wray also write that poverty is seen as "a kind of 

sickness" (168) . Gemmy' s poverty makes him ill, abject 

and other, though again the colonists prefer to see his 

condition as the result of Aboriginal influence. If 



"white trash" is "the white Other," it could be described 

as the blâckness within whiteness (Newitz and Wray 168). 

Thus, if Gemmy is "the black white man," he is the "black 

white" Other, or the blackness within colonial whiteness 

(10) 

Alterity within whiteness itself is the focus of my 

next chapter. Carey uses Tristan to suggest how a 

colonial binary can uork un the basis of distinctions 

that are not epiderrnal; he suggests that poverty, 

provincialism and abjection can mark a white individual 

as other despite his/her whiteness. Both Carey and 

Malouf indicate that whiteness evolves, and that within 

what we know as an intractable colonial whiteness-the 

kind of whiteness examined by Hulme and Ondaatje-are 

numerous other white identities. Malouf looks back to 

consider the creation of white Australian identity. Carey 

looks forward to consider neo-colonialist whiteness and 

its construction of its white others. Malouf cornrnents 

that Gemmy "represents a kind of pioneer spirit of what 

that landscape and continent might do to you if you 

really and completely committed yourself to it" 

( Papastergiadis 85) . Gemmy is a white-skinned "8-b- 

british object" who becornes a blackened, sun-burned 

Australian. 

Malouf is like Richard Dyer and Chambers in his 



interest in "making whiteness strange" (Dyer 4) . He uses 

Gemmy, and Gemmy's effect on the settlers, to show both 

that no one fits the white colonial stereotype and that 

whiteness has hidden its others within it (so that the 

type conceals individuals like Gemmy). In addition to 

scrutinising whiteness, Malouf shows that it evolves. In 

this respect, Gemmy's muddied whiteness is theoretically 

provocative. Bhabha m d  others who critique whiteness 

have 2mphasised the multitudes of "agonistic elements" 

within it. In an effort to deal with whiteness as a 

concept, or as that which opposes blackness, there has 

not been as much attention paid to how these elements 

reveal whiteness' capacity to metamorphose, to be 

chameleonesque or to be nationally specific. Malouf shows 

that whiteness is not static, that its very integuments 

change and that Australian whiteness can evolve into 

something specific to its environment. Malouf's Gemmy 

answers a need for nuances. Emily Apter suggests that her 

postcolonial theory tries "to avoid some of the 

particularist mantras and truisms calcifying inside the 

rhetoric of 'difference' while at the same t h e  taking 

seriously diff2rent categories of thinking colonial 

subjectivity" ( 5 ) .  Fialouf achieves a similar effect by 

different means. He stretches the boundaries of 

"sameness" to make it seem different; he creates a 



" d i f f e r e n t "  s h a d e  o f  w h i t e  and  s o  p r e s e n t s  w h i t e n e s s  

i t s e l f  a s  p a r t  o f  a spec t rum o f  s h a d e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  a s  one 

o f  two. 

Malouf exposes  t h e  i r r e l e v a n c e  o f  t h e  c o l o n i a l  

s t e r e o t y p e  t o  A u s t r a l i a n  sett ler s o c i e t y .  He l e t s  u s  

s y m p a t h i s e  w i t h  t h e  c o l o n i s t s  f o r  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  

becoming something else, a s  Gemmy h a s  a l r e a d y  done.  

Unl ike  Hulme, h e  i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  showing how w h i t e n e s s  

must r e c o n c i l e  w i t h  its own c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  i t s e l f .  

U n l i k e  Ondaatje, he wants t o  show how w h i t e n e s s  e v a l v e s  

t o  confound u n d e r s t a n d i n g s  o f  what t h e  B r i t i s h / E n g l i s h  

c o l o n i s t s  a r e  supposed t o  be  l i k e .  Unl ike  Simon, Gemmy is  

n o t  p u n i t i v e l y  abused f o r  b e i n g  t a o  w h i t e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  f o r  

n o t  be ing  w h i t e  enough, f o r  b e i n g  t o o  l i m i n a l ,  o r  t a o  

much o f  a  "muddy marginl '  between w h i t e n e s s  and  

A u s t r a l i a n n e s s .  Unl ike  b o t h  Simon and t h e  p a t i e n t ,  Gemmy 

becomes something new. Malouf s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  w h i t e  

se t t lers  a r e  t r a p p e d  by a s t e r e o t y p e  i n  which t h e y  

b e l i e v e  t h e y  s h o u l d  f i t ,  b u t  canno t ;  Gemmy, a  

" f o r z r u n n e r , "  f o r c e s  them t o  q u e s t i o n  b o t h  how t h e y  a r e  

g o i n g  t o  f i t  i n  where t h e y  a r e ,  and  who t h e y  c a n  b e  i f  

t h e y  a r e  n o t  "B-b-br i t i sh"  o b j e c t s  (132) .  

C o l o n i a l  s t e r e o t y p e s  weaken a n d  compromise b o t h  

Gemmy a n d  t h e  se t t lers .  S i m i l a r l y ,  B r i t i s h  h i s t o r i e s  

c e l e b r a t i n q  t h e s e  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  compromise t h e  t r u t h  of 



t h e  sett lers '  l i v e s .  Gernrny b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  "Co lon ia l  

f a i r y t a l e "  is powerful  because it c o n t a i n s  h i s  l i f e .  

Malouf shows t h a t  it is powerful  because,  l i k e  b i a s e d  

h i s t o r i c a l  n a r r a t i v e s  t h i c k  w i th  c o l o n i a l  r h e t o r i c ,  it 

c o n t a i n s  e v e r y t h i n g  bu t .  Gemmy wants t o  r e c l a i m  t h e  

n a r r a t i - ~ e  s o  t h a t  he can  g e t  r i d  of t h e  miseries he 

b e l i e v e s  i t  d e s c r i b e s .  He b e l i e v e s  t h a t  " t h e  b l a c k  blood 

had s o  much power ove r  h i s  own," t h a t  "events ,  t h i n g s ,  

people  t o o  [ .  . . ]  sp rang  t o  l i f e "  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  

( 1 7 6 ) .  He b e l i e v e s  t h a t  people  like Willett have been 

"[mlagicked i n t o  s q u i g g l e s ,  l i k e  t h e  q h o s t s  o f  i n s e c t s  

under bark ,  t h e y  had drawn t h e  l a s t  of h i s  s p i r i t  from 

him. They were drawing him t o  h i s  dea th"  (176). What he 

a c t u a l l y  t a k e s  back i s  a handfu l  of s t u d e n t  e x e r c i s e s .  

H i s  l i f e  is obv ious ly  n o t  i n  t h e s e  c h i l d r e n ' s  work. 

However, it i s  n o t  i n  F b b o t t  and F r a z e r ' s  f a i r y t a l e  

e i t h e r .  Symbol ica l ly ,  h i s  a c t i o n  l e t s  him t a k e  back what 

t h e  se t t lers  have o m i t t e d  t o  acknowledge about  him. He 

makes " t h e  b l ack  b1ood" powerless  over  him because  he 

escapes  the i n a c c u r a t e  s t o r y .  He walks ou t  o f  t h e i r  

c o n s t r u c t i o n .  H e  d i s a p p e a r s  from t h e  f a i r y t a l e  as well as 

from Malouf ' s  r e t e l l i n g  of t h a t  t a l e ,  

Gernmy's d i s appea rance  f r u s t r a t e s  Our d e s i r e  f o r  

e i t h e r  a n  E l i z a  Fraser-esque ending i n c l u d i n g  h i s  

r e i n t e g r a t i o n  i n t o  t h e  co lony  o r  f o r  one t h a t  shows him 



becoming Abor ig ina l .  Malouf does  no t  supply an "ending" 

a t  a l l .  Net t lebeck  writes: " [ h l e r e i n  l ies  what could  be 

c a l l e d  t h e  p o s t - c o l o n i a l  impulse  of  Malouf 's  work: 

c o l o n i a l  p a t r i a r c h y ' s  t r a d i t i o n  of  c la iminq space,  and 

the reby  c o n d i t i o n s  of  knowledge, i s  made ques t ionab le  by 

a  p e r p e t u a l  evas ion  of  r e s o l u t i o n "  ( 1 0 7 ) .  Ondaa t j e ' s  and 

Carey ' s  nove ls  a r e  s i m i l a r l y  unresolved:  t h e  p a t i e n t  

d i e s ,  bu t  t h e  s t o r y  goes  on wi thout  him; T r i s t a n  escapes  

t o  an undescr ibed new l i f e .  Only H u l m e ' s  p o s t c o l o n i a l  

a l l e g o r y  t r i e s  t o  r e s o l v e  Its n a r r a t i v e ,  thereby  engaging 

wi th  " c o l o n i a l  p a t r i a r c h y ' s  t r a d i t i o n "  i n  o r d e r  t o  

c h a l l e n g e  it. Malouf does  n o t  f a sh ion  a  Colonia l  

f a i r y t a l e  of h i s  own. Space, knowledge and persona1 

h i s t o r y  a r e  s l i p p e r y ,  e v a s i v e  and muddily def ined .  

Malouf 's  l a s t  paragraph sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  g o a l  of 

t h e  book has  been t o  r e c o n s i d e r  A u s t r a l i a  i n  l i g h t  o f  

what c o l o n i a l  r h e t o r i c  omi t ted ,  and whi te  A u s t r a l i a n s  i n  

l i g h t  of  what c o l o n i a l  s t e r e o t y p e s  l e f t  ou t .  I t  sugqes t s  

t h e  muddiness o f  w h i t e n e s s ' s  own boundaries  and how 

ant ipodean  whi teness  r e l a t e s  t o  t h e  world: 

t h e  moon p lucks  a t  ou r  world and a l 1  t h e  wa te r s  of  

t h e  e a r t h  ache  towards it, and t h e  l i g h t ,  running i n  

f a s t  now, r eaches  t h e  edge o f  t h e  shore,  j u s t  s o  f a r  

i n  i ts  o rde r ,  and a11  t h e  muddy mdrgin of t h e  bay is  



alive, and in a line of running fire al1 the outline 

of the vast continent appears, in touch with its 

other l i f e .  (200 )  

Where the colonists' hyphenated descriptions of Gemmy 

emphasise separation, the repeated "and's" here emphasise 

connection, but also continuous flow and modification. 

Malouf suggests that Australia is an underside, o r  a dark 

side of the world to which the tidfs are drawn by the 

bright light of the mocn (an antipodean light unlike that 

of the British empire's sun). He implies that there ha5  

been a postcolonial re-examination of the relation of 

Australia's shores to her "other" l i f e .  Britain is 

positioned as other; here she comes from her periphery to 

the implicitly central "vast continent." The tug of 

Britain's authority and ideals has been replaced by that 

of Australia's moon. The "muddy margin" is the outline 

of the bay, but also white Australian identity. It is 

what whiteness becomes; it is Gemmy with his rnuddy 

appearance and what he sees with "the muddiness of his 

eye" (179, 97, 7) . Thus the "running £ire" is the 

c o n f l a g r a t i o n  Gemmy leaves behind in Britain, symbolised 

by Willett's boots "running with flame" (153). However, 

"the world [ -  . . ]  burning behind him" becomes an 

Australian bushf i re  (153; 176). The demeaning lirnits 



impl ied  by Willett 's b o o t s  a r e  r ep l aced  by A u s t r a l i a ' s  

more expansive "char red"  and "blackened earth" ( 1 8 1 ) .  

The c o n t i n e n t  i s  " i n  t ouch  now wi th  i ts  o t h e r  l i f e "  which 

i nc ludes  bo th  i t s  B r i t i s h  a n c e s t o r s  and " f o r e r u n n e r s "  

l i k e  Gemmy . 14 



T h e i r  obse rva t ion  is s i m i l a r  t o  D y e r f s  t h â t  " [ o l n e  

wants t o  acknowledge s o  much how awful  wh i t e  people  have 

been" ( I l ) .  However, a p o l o g i a s  i n  settler myths âre not  

o v e r t ,  bu t  r a t h e r  a r e  a t t e m p t s  t o  reframe t h e  s t o r y ,  

concea l ing  r a t h e r  t h a n  a d m i t t i n g  g u i l t .  

Co l in  MacInnes summarises t h e  s t o r y :  

"Mrs F ra se r  was a  S c o t t i s h  l a d y  who was shipwrecked on 

what is  now F r a s e r  I s l a n d ,  o f f  t h e  Queensland Coas t .  She 

l i v e d  f o r  6 months among t h e  a b o r i g i n e s ,  r a p i d l y  l o s i n q  

h e r  c l o t h e s ,  u n t i l  s h e  was d i s c o v e r e d  by one B r a c e f e l l ,  a  

d e s e r t i n g  c o n v i c ~  who h imse l f  had hidden f o r  10  y e a r s  

among t h e  p r i m i t i v e  A u s t r a l i a n s .  The  l ady  asked t h e  

c r i m i n a l  t o  r e s t o r e  h e r  t o  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  which he  agreed 

t o  dc i f  s h e  would promise t o  i n t e r c e d e  f o r  h i s  free 

pardon from t h e  Governor. The b a r g a i n  was s e a l e d  and t h e  

coup le  set o f f  i n l a n d .  

A t  f i r s t  s i g h t  o f  European s e t t l e m e n t ,  Mrs F r a s e r  

rounded on h e r  b e n e f a c t o r  and t h r e a t e n e d  t o  d e l i v e r  him 

up t o  j u s t i c e  i f  he  d i d  n o t  immediate ly  decamp. 

B r a c e f e l l  r e t u r n e d  d i r i l l u s i o n e d  t o  t h e  h o s p i t a b l e  bush, 

and M r s .  F r a s e r  a roused  such  admi r ing  i n t e r e s t  t h a t  on 

h e r  r e t u r n  t o  Europe s h e  was a b l e  t o  e x h i b i t  h e r s e l f  a t  



6d a showing in Hyde Park" (quoted in Ondaatje the  man 

with seven toes  [pages not numbered] ) . 

In his interview with Ondaatje, Malouf cornments on 

White's influence: he "offered a wonderful example in 

that he took the matter of Australia and revealed that 

you could make big works out of it, that could stand up 

in the world of fiction. Writinq about Australian 

experience didn't meûn that you were writinq yourself out 

of the world" (57) . 

' J. McNiven, Lynette Russell and Kay Shaffer eds., 
Construct ions o f  Coionialisin : Perspect ives on E l  iza 

Fraser 's  Shipwreck, discusses the numerous adaptations of 

Fraser's story, and the dev~loprnent of the Fraser myth. 

' The OED defines "myall": "An aboriginal of Australia 
who has not corne under the influence of British 

civilization." 

" By "hybrid," Perera means a postcolonial figure who 

embodies a midway point between colonial whiteness and 

colonialism's other. She wants Gemmy's black whiteness to 

show a melding of the two. To the extent that Gemmy is a 

hybrid, he is more like the hybrid Bhabha envisions: he 

occupies a space between whiteness and its other. He 

does not represent the melding or overlappinq of the two, 

but instead is shaped by the disparate influences of the 



Aboriginal and British communities (Bhabha L o c a t i ~ n  of 

Culturê 1 - 5 ) .  

7 One can shore up the argument that Gemmy is somehow 

aboriginal by noting that Malouf makes him "natural," and 

connects him with the land. Delrez and Michel-Michot are 

convinced of Gemmy's "naked essential humanity" (162). 

Their conviction suggests that Gemmy is similar to the 

indigene envisioned by Terry Goldie: "[tlhe indigene is 

often used to present the possibility of nature in a 

human form" (19). Malouf also shows hcw the colonists 

associate Gemmy with a primordial "swamp world" ( 4 3 ) .  

" Bill Ashcroft suggests that Gemmy represents an 

hybridity vhich makes the fence irrelevant (55). 

Malouf comments of his first trip to England: "One of 

the things 1 discovered was that Australia, for example, 

was n o t  a reflection of southern England at all; it was a 

reflection of northern England and Scotland [. . . ]  Al1 

those things that 1 took for granted as being English 

were r ea l ly  provincial English" (Ondaatje "Conversation" 

52). He develops the distinctions between what seems to 

be English, but is provincial, or marginal within England 

in the predorninantly Scottish iand yet adamantly 

"British") settler colony in Remsrzzbering Babylon. 



- -- 

'O Malouf n o t e s  t h a t  " t h e  words Gemmy shou t s  on t h e  f e n c e  

i n  Chapte r  1 ( t h e  s e e d  of  t h i s  f i c t i o n )  were a c t u a l l y  

spoken a t  much t h e  sarne time and p l ace ,  b u t  i n  d i f f e r e n t  

c i rcumstances ,  by Gemmy M o r r i l  o r  Morre l l ,  whose 

c h r i s t i a n  name 1 have a l s o  app rop r i a t ed ;  o t h e r w i s e  t h e  

novel  has  no o r i g i n  i n  f a c t "  ( 2 0 2 ) .  To some e x t e n t  

Malouf has  a p p r o p r i a t e d  Gemmy M o r r i l ' s  h i s t o r y ,  j u s t  as 

Frazer  and Abbott  have a p p r o p r i a t e d  t h e  f i c t i o n a l  

Gemmy ' S. 

'! A s  does  F raze r ,  though t o  a  lesser degree ,  though he  is 

unsure  how b e s t  t o  go about  i t ,  and though he  t h i n k s  

o r c h a r d s  of ind igenous  f r u i t s  rnust be  t h e  s o l u t i o n  ( 1 3 0 ) .  

" Malouf wrote  a l i b r e t t o  f o r  t h e  opera  of Whi t e ' s  Voss. 

Foss ib ly ,  he  i s  i n f l u e n c e d  by Whi te ' s  novel  h e r e .  See 

Dugald 's  e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  Voss ' s  l e t t e r - w r i t i n g :  " [ t l h e s e  

pape r s  con ta ined  t h e  thoughts  o f  which t h e  wh i t e s  wished 

t o  be  r i d  [ .  . . ]  t h e  s a d  thoughts ,  t h e  bad, t h e  t h o u g h t s  

t h a t  were t o o  heavy, o r  i n  any way h u r t f u l .  These came 

o u t  through t h e  w h i t e  man's w r i t i n g  s t i c k ,  d o m  upon 

paper  and were s e n t  away" (220) . 
13 Cunt r a ry  to suggestions by James T u l i p  o r  Pe re ra ,  t h e  

Babylon Malouf remembers is e v i d e n t l y  n o t  f r o n t i e r  

A u s t r a l i a ,  b u t  r a t h e r  B r i t a i n  and t h e  p r i v a t i o n  concea l ed  



by her rhetoric of white superiority (Tulip 69; Perera 

1 8 )  . 
L4 Malouf focuses on the relationship between the white 

Australian settler and Britain in his conclusion. The 

Aborigine is, as Greer might suggest, problematically 

omit ted . 



Chapter Four 

Whi teness in D i s g u i s e  

In Feter Carey's T h 2  Unusual  L i f e  of T r i s t a n  S m i t h ,  

Tristan is emphatically white, but also malformed. 

Ondaatje's English p a t i e n t  argues that "we are deformed 

by nation-states," but Tristan's physical disabilities 

express this deformation even more emphatically than the 

burned patient himself (Ondaatje 138). Tristan is Efican 

and Efica is a colony of Voorstand. 1 argue that his 

aberrant whiteness is a physical manifestation of the 

ideological distortions produced by Efica's history as a 

settier colony and Voorstand's neo-colonial cultural and 

economic influence. Tristan embodies the abject white 

other within Voorstandish race and class privilege. His 

deformity suggests what i s  awfu l  a n d  distorted deep 

within colonialism itself; he is the abhorrent and 

repulsiv~ viscera that the white "body" of colonialism 

tries to deny  exists beneath its carefully groomed 

integuments. Carey also uses Tristan to address the 

persistence of colonial Manichean binaries in what seems, 

at first, to be an economic rather than racial neo- 

colonialism. Carey reveals that whiteness's other is 



still the underprivileged or the colonised; otherness is 

perceived as parochial and ugly. Here, however, Carey 

describes a white rather than black other. Tristan's 

abjection indicates whiteness expelled from whiteness, 

disadvantaged whiteness and even, in American terms, 

white trash. 

Tristan's whiteness is far £rom the whiteness 

envisaged by Hulme. Hulme's Simon represents al1 things 

Pakeha in a postcolonial allegory. His whiteness allows 

Maoriness to redefine itself in relation to Pakeha; 

ultimately his whiteness facilitates Hulme's vision of a 

revivified and reunified Maori culture. Tristan's 

whiteness suggests that the colonised is an unwanted part 

of the coloniser. Tristan shows whiteness itself split 

into the two halves of the Manichean binary. Privileged 

whiteness creates its underprivileged white other and 

marks the distinction in language and attitudes familiar 

to us £rom the language and attitudes of colonialism. 

While Ondaatje's patient is "English" in ways that Hana, 

Kip, and Caravaggio recognise, Tristan is the colonial 

other in ways that a postcolonial reader recognises. 

Like Malouf's Gemmy, Tristan shows that whiteness is 

fissured, However, where Malouf uses Genimy to underscore 

the otherness of the settlers and their evolution into 

Australians, Carey uses Tristan to suggest that cultural 



and economic neo-colonial ism could  adopt  t h e  r a c i a l  

p r e j u d i c e s  of  c o l o n i a l i s m  even i f  bo th  neo-co loniser  and 

neo-colonised were whi te .  

C a r e y ' s  novel  o f f e r s  t h e  l e a s t  t y p i c a l  p o s t c o l o n i a l  

con tex t  of  t h e  f o u r  1 t r e a t .  It s p e c u l a t e s  about  a  

s c i e n c e  f i c t i o n a l  world w i t h  n a t i o n s  and c u l t u r e s  t h a t  

a r e  analogous t o ,  bu t  not  i d e n t i c a l  wi th ,  t h o s e  of  ou r  

own. I t  a l l u d e s  t o  bo th  e r s t w h i l e  B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  a n d  

Voorstandish neo-colonial  s t e r e o t y p e s  i n  a se t t le r  

colony.  Carey i m p l i e s  t h a t  s e t t l e r  c o l o n i e s  a r e  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  neo-colonial  c u l t u r a l  and 

economic i n f l u e n c e  because t h e  d i s c o u r s e s  o f  o l d  and new 

c o l o n i a l i s m  a c t  t o g e t h e r .  Thus, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  r a c i a l  

s t e r e o t y p e s  t y p i c a l  of  t h e  se t t le r  c o l o n i s t s  subtend t h e  

c u l t u r a l  and economic s t e r e o t y p e s  t y p i c a l  o f  t h e  neo- 

c o l o n i s  ts . 

T r i s t a n  d e s c r i b e s  Ef icans  a s  " t h o s e  l a c o n i c ,  

b e l l i g e r e n t ,  s e l f -doub t ing  i n h a b i t a n t s  of t h e  abandoned 

French and Eng l i sh  c o l o n i e s ,  descendants  o f  c o n v i c t s  [. . 
. ]  grandch i ld ren  o f  d i s p l a c e d  c r o f t e r s  and p o t a t o - b l i g h t  

I r i s h "  ( 9 ) .  E f i ca  is s i m i l a r  t o  A u s t r a l i a .  The two s h a r e  

a h i s t o r y  a s  pena l  and Engl i sh  s e t t l e r  c o l o n i e s .  A s  i n  

A u s t r a l i a ,  E f i cans  se t t led a new l a n d  and c o l o n i s e d  

indigenous popu la t ions  { T r i s t a n  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  " ' l o s t '  

Indigenous Peoples  ( I F S )  of Ef ica")  ( 9 )  . But, a s  C a r r i e  



Dawson writes, "Carey does not assuage the appetite for 

allegory" for Efica also has a history of French 

influence (209). Carey suggests that Efica is like 

Australia, but also like any one of a number of other 

settler colonies. The argument he makes about colonial 

legacies and neo-colonial influence is thus not simply an 

exaggeration of Australia's cultural-historical politics. 

It is more general and consequently more widely 

applicable. Efica 

can be compared to any number of places: the small 

size of an island state whose citizens speak a 

patois of an indigenous language and languages 

spoken by settler-invaders suggests a history like 

that of Mauritius, but the twinned history of French 

and English invasion gestures towards an experience 

of colonialism particular to Canada or the New 

Hebrides. (Dawson 209) 

Where Hulme creates a postcolonial allegory to explore 

Pakeha-Maori relations, Carey's scenario is intentionally 

not entirely allegorical and so not limited to British- 

Australian relations (or to those between America and 

Australia). He focuses on the interaction between 

colonialism and neo-colonialism, and on the effect of 



such  double colonial influence on individuals like 

Tristan. 

Tristan describes the neo-colonial relationship in 

which Efica is subjugated to Voorstand and suffers its 

"cultural imperialism" and "hegemony" (170). A neo- 

colonised whiteness is derogated by a privileged neo- 

colonising whiteness. Efica's former Enqlish slave caves 

are chreaded with miles of Voorstandish navigation 

cable. ' The new colonial influence thus literally 
infiltrates the framework of the old. Carey invokes 

Pnerica's hotly contested military instailation at Pine 

Gap in Australia, suggestinq thât American neo-colonial 

influence overlaps with the colonial influence of the 

~ritish-"e suggests that rnost Voorstânders are 

ignorant about Efica. Tristan observes that Vcorstanders 

confuse Efica with "Ithaca or Africa"; Efica is only 

significant in terms of miliîary strategy and so Eficans 

"are important enough for you to bring down Our 

governrnent, but you have never heard of us" (5; 299) - 
This too echoes American involvement in Australia, in 

particular alleged CIA involvement in the overthrow of 

the tanti-Pine Gap) Whitlam governrnent in 1975. 3 

America's CIA is translated into Voorstand's equally 

insidious VIA (Voorstand Intelligence Agency); Voorstand 

has political and military objectives in Efica, just as 



American military "research" institutes allegedly did in 

Australia. 

While Voorstand has the military clout to colonise 

Efica, its most effective colonial strategies are 

cultural: "[ilt was through your charm and your expertise 

that you conquered us, with your army, yes, and with the 

VIA, bgt you kept us conquered with jokes and dancers, 

death and beauty, holographs, lasers, vids, with 

perfectly engineered and orchestrated suspense" (294). 

The initial stages of Voorstandish colonialism may be 

military, but the cultural influence of Sirkus is where 

Voorstand exercises its most effective control. Under the 

domed roofs of Sirkus, Eficans are entertained by "a 

sophisticated presentation using laser characters, 

computer imagery, and human performers who are 

distinguished by their skill and high mortality rate" 

(422). The "sophisticated presentation" is especially 

sophisticated in its concealment of the ideological 

messages disseminated by Sirkus. Voorstand "markets" 

itself to Efica with its Sirkuses; it uses its 

entertainment industry to colonise. (Carey concomitantly 

implies that America uses its movies and Disneylands to 

influence Australia.) Bruder Mouçe (Mickey) is the icon 

of the pseudo-religious narrative that underpins Sirkus. 

He is exported to the colonies as a toy- Like Disney's 



well-known Mouse-eared hats, Bruder Mouse rnasks for 

children, complete with the mouse's chipped-tooth grin 

become immensely popular and reveal the mouse as a 

consummate "syrnbol for [Voorstand's] imperialist 

mercantile culture" (167) .' 
Carey States that Sirkus is based on Disney and that 

Saarlim, Voorstand's capital, is "really New York" 

(Willbanks 1 4 ) .  So, Efica is a bit like Australia and 

Voorstand is a bit like -r\merica but Sirkus-with its 

seductive combination of video, hologram and acting-is 

Disney writ larger than it already is in life. 

Voorstandish cultural imperialism is an often hurnorous 

exaggeration of Disney's cultural irnperialism (Mickey 

Mause iiterally takes over the world). Yet Carey quite 

seriously warns of the consequences of neo-colonialisrn in 

counîries like Australia: the biases inherent in 

Voorstandish global capitalism combine with those of 

British or French imperialism; srnaller, formerly settled 

colonies like Efica becorne ghettoised by Voorstand's 

exploitation of the global economy as weil as by its 

othering of non-Voorstanders. 

Susie O'Brien writes that "in the late twentieth 

century, even as the United States has been overtaken 

technologically, economically and even militarily by 

other nations, its cultural influence persists" ("New 



World Disorder"  2 4 8 ) .  It is t h i s  p e r s i s t e n c e  and i t s  

e f f e c t s  i n  the former Commonwealth t h a t  Carey speaks  t o ,  

f o r ,  as  O'Brien observes ,  t h e  United S t a t e s  played "an 

in s t rumen ta l  p o l i t i c a l  r o l e  i n  t h e  n e g o t i a t i o n s  by which 

many of t h e  c o l o n i e s  ga ined  independence" and "perhaps 

more s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  t h e  a r t i c u l a t i o n  of n a t i o n a l  

a s p i r a t i o n s  within t h o s e  former c o l o n i e s  has  been 

i n d e l i b l y  informed by t h e  imaginary s t r u c t u r e  of a pos t -  

c o l o n i a l  myth, c a l l e d ,  simply,  America" ( "New World 

Disorder"  248)  . L i k e  America, Voorstand is  a l and  of  

m i l k  and honey, a p l a c e  of oppor tun i ty  and opportunism: 

i n  Voorstand "you t a k e  t h e  r i s k ,  you g e t  t h e  reward" 

( 2 8 6 ) .  C a r e y ' s  Voorstand is  t h u s  perhaps  most s i m i l a r  t o  

Americd i n  i ts mythologica l  impact. The A u s t r a l i a n  E l i z a  

F ra se r  and foundat ion  myths, s o  p e r t i n e n t  t o  Malouf 's  

novel ,  a r e  h e r e  r ep l aced  wi th  a myth of  going t o  

Voorstand t o  make a f o r t u n e  and spend it. S e t t l e r s  i n  

t h e  ( E f i c a n )  colony c e l e b r a t e  t h e  myth of  a (Arnerican/ 

Voorstandish)  economic c e n t r e  t o  which t h e y  can  make 

p i lgr images .  Where t h e  foundat ion ând F r a s e r  myths 

g l o r i f y  t h e  achievements of  settlers i n  t h e  colony, t h e  

Pnerico myths sugges t  t h a t  g r e a t e r  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  a r e  

a v a i l a b l e  i n  America: "'Arnerica' is r e p r e s e n t e d  a s  a 

p o s t - h i s t o r i c a l ,  emancipatory space  [. . .] cornmensurate 

wi th  both p o l i t i c a l  and economic p rog res s "  (O'Brien " N e w  



World Disorder" 249). Voorstand, analoqously, is 

perceived by Eficans as an "emancipatory space." 

Carey uses Tristan (and his bizarre appearance in 

particular) to suggest how neo-colonialism affects 

postcolonial countries. By making his fiction 

speculative, he can exagqerate Tristan's predicament, 

making it physical to show neo-colonial ideology 

resultinq in quite literal contortions. He can also 

suqqest the consequences of glorifyinq or mythologising 

global capital and culture for countries like Australia. 

T h u s  Carey can depict "the conditions for the 

consolidation of the new forms of domination represented 

by global capitalism" by focusing on a hyperbolic 

fictionalised set of "conditions" in which new forms of 

colonial domination operate (O'Brien "New World Disorder" 

252). The navigation cable threaded through Eficâ's 

slave caves is, again,  a useful image, for "new forms of 

global domination" are new and yet preserve ideals and 

rhetoric from old colonial discourse. Thus British 

colonial ideology and rhetoric privileged whiteness but 

also marginalised antipodean settlers. Voorstandish 

ideology adopts similar racial assumptions despite a 

capitalist focus. The wealthy Voorstander is perceived 

as white with pale "Hollandse Maagd" skin ( 9 ) .  The 

colonised individual from Efica or elsewhere is 



pe rce ived ,  d e s p i t e  what may w e l l  b e  p a l e  s k i n ,  a s  a 

"n igger"  o r  "swar tzer"  (320; 321 ) .  The new c o l o n i a l i s m  

i n c o r p o r a t e s  t h e  r a c i a l  assumptions  of  t h e  o l d :  i t  

p r i v i l e g e s  whi teness .  

T r i s t a n ' s  i s  n o t  t h e  supposedly handsome, wholesome 

whi teness  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  c o l o n i s t  o r  Voorstandish neo- 

c o l o n i s t ,  bu t  r a t h e r  whi teness  i n  excess .  Like Simon, 

h i s  whi teness  i s  r e i t e r a t e d  i n  f r e q u e n t  d e s c r i p t i o n s ;  

a l s o  l i k e  Simon, T r i s t a n  i s  u n s e t t l i n g  because of h i s  

whi teness .  H i s  s k i n  is "so  white"; h i s  h a i r  is whi te -  

b lond  and h i s  eyes  e e r i l y  unpigmented ( 1 6 0 ) .  H i s  b lond 

eÿes, i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  " [make] whi teness  s t r a n g e "  and s o  

make us  aware t h a t  it is not  an  i n v i s i b l e  norm ( a s  

Richard Dyer and Ross Chambers do i n  t h e o r e t i c a l  t e rms )  

(Dyer 4 )  . T r i s t a n  is  a "spooky, white-eyed baby" ( 3 6 )  . 
H e  n o t e s  t h a t  a t  b i r t h  " h i s  h a i r  i s  f a i r ,  s t r a i g h t ,  

q u e e r l y  t h i c k .  H i s  e y e s  a r e  p a l e ,  a q u a r t z  b r i g h t  whi te"  

( 3 1 - 3 2 ) .  He d e s c r i b e s  h imse l f  a s  "a cur ious- looking  

c h i l d " ;  "my h a i r  was dense  and blond, and t h e  irises o f  

my eyes-although no l o n g e r  wh i t e  a s  t h e y  had been when 1 

was born-were now milky,  marbled, s t r i a t e d  wi th  h a i r - l i n e  

spokes  of  gold"  (31;  6 7 ) .  Jux t apos ing  h a i r  and eyes 

makes bo th  seem u n n a t u r a l .  Th i s  unna tu ra lnes s  is 

supplemented by o t h e r  images of emphatic,  b u t  

d i s t u r b i n g l y  excessive, whi teness ,  such a s  t h o s e  of 



Tristan's piranha-like "small regular white teeth" (88). 

Malouf's Gemrny is, in part, unsettling because he is 

uncannily familiar to the British colonists. Tristan is 

abject rather than uncanny prscisely because his 

whiteness is so unrecognisable, shocking and even 

repulsive. 

Julia Kristeva describes the experience of abjection 

as "sickened" repulsion and "one of those violent, dark 

revolts of being, directed against a threat that seems to 

emanate from an exorbitant outside or inside" (1). It is 

something within that "beseeches a discharge, a 

convulsion" ( 2 ) .  The process of trying to establish 

individual identity requires the abjection of unwelcome 

attributes by such processes as "spasms" and "vomiting," 

"gagginq," the shriveling of " a l 1  the organs" in the body 

and "tears and bile" (3;2;3). Kristeva writes that 

"[dlurinq that course in which "1" become, 1 give birth 

to rnyself amid the violence of sobs, of vomit" (3). The 

abject experience is one in which the border between self 

and what the self tries to expel (waste, death, bile, 

vomit) disappears, leaving one "raw," or exposed (4). 

Tristan is like an embodiment of the experience of 

abjection, He seems to have no skin or boundary between 

desired and undesired attributes. For instance, 

traveling to Voorstand he describes how he "felt like a 



snail-de-shelled, slimy and naked" (245). His shell, or 

skin, is gone so that the slime and bile from inside are 

exposed and he is, in Kristeva's terms, "raw." Similarly, 

as a baby, he is revealed to his father onstage during a 

performance of Macbeth: he is "a gruesome little thing, 

slippery and sweating [. . - 1 ,  so truly horrible to look 

at that the audience can see the Witches must struggle to 

control their feelings of revulsion" (31)- He embodies a 

Kristevan "violent, dark revolt." He describes himself as 

a squalling child: "my face like a flapping crumpled rag, 

rny pale eyes bulging, al1 rny skin wet with snot and Sour 

milk" ( 5 8 ) .  Similarly, when angry, Tristan describes his 

"eyes blazing, [his] nose running, [his] loose maw 

dribblinq thick saliva" (236). He wears the bile and 

vomit that Kristeva describes as characteristic of the 

abject. He also says, transforming the substances that 

cover his face into the face itself, "[m]y real face was 

snot, tears, drool" (223). He becomes the waste, the 

bile, the vomit that the Kristevan "self" would expel. 

Tristan also sees himself as "a crow, a gull, something 

on a city dump" as if he were perched on the waste 

Kristeva imagines ( 2 3 7 ) .  At the Efican embassy in 

Voorstand, he experiences himself as entirely abject: 

"[m]y monstrosity was vivid, slippery with sweat, My 

whole sense of myself came crashing down on me until 1 



felt 1 could not breathe" ( 3 3 5 ) .  His innards are 

outside, his bodily fluids uncontained. His body 

frightens and horrifies him, it makes him ashamed and 

undermines his construction of his own identity just as 

the Kristevan abject undermines identity. 

The descriptions of Tristan as eviscerated or as if 

he lacks "sufficient skin" suggest that Carey is trying 

to "get under the skin" of colonial ideology ( 3 2 ) .  If 

Tristan's white skin is peeled away, is he still white? 

It seerns not; he becomes other because of his resemblance 

to viscera. Carey suggests the persistence of the 

colonial preoccupation with epidermal racial 

identification. Neo-colonial constrüctions of self and 

other, white and its white other, produce alterity by 

abjecting those qualities which are inimical to the neo- 

colonists' self-construction. David Spurr writes that in 

colonial discourse, indigenous peoples were associated 

with images of abject "degradation" (such as "disease, 

famine, superstition and barbarous custom") (78). By 

abjectinq indigenous populations colonists both reassured 

themselves of their own superiority and legitimated 

colonial intervention. Çpurr suggests that abjection 

became part of excluding the "black" side of the 

Manichean binary of colonial discourse from the white; 

abjection becomes characteristic of otherness. Tristan 



seerns a s  i f  he were, d e s p i t e  h i s  exces s ive  wh i t enes s ,  s o  

a b j e c t  and o t h e r  t h a t  he can  o n l y  be cons ide red  as i f  

"b lack"  i n  t h e  tems of  c o l o n i a l  d i s c o u r s e .  H e  e scapes  

frorn a  h o s p i t a l  by clirnbing down a  p ipe .  A crowd g a t h e r s  

t o  watch, bu t  what T r i s t a n  t h i n k s  is a  h e r o i c  performance 

is obvious ly  n o t  pe rce ived  t h a t  way: "The f a c e s  were a l 1  

wrong. They were not  faces  looking  a t  an a c t o r .  Nor were 

t ney  looking a t  something a s  s imp le  a s  a boy on a p ipe .  

The f a c e s  looked a t  something l i k e  s n o t ,  l i k e  slime, l i k e  

something d r i p p i n g  down towards them" (156). Eviden t ly ,  

T r i s t a n  is a b j e c t  and g r o t e s q u e .  He is pe rce ived  a s  a 

mutant bu t  h i s  rnutancy becomes, through a s i g n i f i c a n t  

a l l u s i o n ,  r a c i a l i s e d :  

A kind of shudder  went through t h e  crowd- I t  

s h i f t e d  i t s  ground and e m i t t e d  a l i t t l e  murmur of 

d i s g u s t  . 
" I t ' s  a  mutant,  Maman,'' someone c a l l e d  [ .  . . ]  

"Yuk, Maman. A mutant .  " ( 1 5 7 )  

Carey pa raphrases  F r a n t z  Fanon's d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  a  c h i l d  

and mother s e e i n g  a  "black" man. Fanon's c h i l d  s a y s  

"Look, a  Negro! [. , .] Marna, see t h e  Negro! I ' m  

f r i g h t e n e d "  (112)- Two t h i n g s  happen i n  C a r e y ' s  re- 

w r i t i n g  o f  Fanon: wh i t enes s  is p o s i t i o n e d  a s  i f  it were 



b l a c k n e s s  ( T r i s t a n  is, ef f e c t i v e l y ,  " t h e  Negro") a n d  t h e  

a b j e c t i o n  of  T r i s t a n  t h e  "mutant" becomes i n d i c a t i v e  o f  

d i f f e r e n c e .  A b j e c t i o n  p r o d u c e s  t h e  c o l o n i a l  o t h e r ;  h e r e  

t h e  m a r g i n a l i s e d  "Negro" e n v i s i o n e d  by Fanon is replaceci  

by a r n a r g i n a l i s e d ,  a b j e c t  w h i t e  c h i l d .  

Carey  makes Tristan o t h e r  i n  terms of c o l o n i a l i s t  

d i s c o u r s e ,  b u t  h e  a l s o  rnakes T r i s t a n  a n  ab jec t  w h i t e  

o t h e r  i n  terms of the new c o l o n i a l i s t / c a p i t a l i s t  i d e o l o g y  

of V o o r s t a n d ' s  S i r k u s .  H2 d o e s  t h i s  by making it c l e a r  

t h a t  T r i s t a n  is "whi te  t r a s h , "  o r  t h e  w h i t e  o t h e r  of 

econornic p r i v i l e g e .  T h i s  cLass " o t h e r i n g "  a l s o  i m p l i e s  

t h a t ,  d e s p i t e  w h i t e  s k i n ,  a r n a r g i n a l i s e d  w h i t e  

i n d i v i d u a l  cari be  pe r ce ived  a s  i f  r a c i a l l y  o t h e r .  

Annalee  Newitz and Matthew Wray write t h a t  

[ y l o k i n g  a c l a s s i s t  e p i t h e t  t o  a r a c i s t  one,  a s  

w h i t e  t r a s h  d o e s ,  reminds  u s  how o f t e n  r a c i s m  is  i n  

f a c t  d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  economic d i f f e r e n c e s .  A s  a 

s t e r e o t y p e ,  w h i t e  t r a s h  calls  ou r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  

way t h a t  d i s c o u r s e s  of c l a s s  a n d  r a c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e  

t e n d  t o  b l e e d  i n t o  one  a n o t h e r ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  

way t h e y  p a t h o l o g i z e  and l a y  waste t o  t h e i r  

" o t h e r s , "  Indeed,  " s u b o r d i n a t e  whi te"  is s u c h  an 

oxymoron i n  t h e  dominant  c u l t u r e  t h a t  t h i s  s o c i a l  

p o s i t i o n  is p r L n c i p a l l y  spoken about i n  o u r  slang in 



terms like white trash, redneck, cracker, and 

hillbilly. (169) 

Newitz and Wray suggest that class and race are combined 

in the notion of "white trash," so that white poverty 

(anomalous to the ideals of affluent white America) 

becomes a race issue rather than a class one. Note too 

that the term "cracker" is used by Carey as "kraker" to 

imply black otherness (287). 

When Tristan becomes Mutant/"Negrom as he escapes 

the hospital, he also becomes "white trash." The little 

girl ("eight years old, Anglo features, brown coat, white 

gloves") who calls him "A Mutant" is with her "Maman" 

( 1 5 7 ) .  Tristan is with Wally and his girlfriend Roxanna, 

Roxanna says to the girl 

"1 beg your pardon . . ." 

"Something bothering you?" the mother said, 

She was so neat, so fucking Protestant-thin lips, 

straight white teeth. 

"Excuse me [ .  . - 1  but she shouldn't cal1 that 

little boy a mutant. " 

The woman looked Roxanna up and down, lingering 

for an insulting moment on her scuffed shoes and 



l adde red  s t o c k i n g s .  Then s h e  smi led  and turned 

away. (157)  

The exchange shows a d i s t i n c t i o n  between the  moneyed 

(well ca red - fo r  teeth, n e a t  c l o t h e s )  and "whi te  t r a s h "  

( s c u f f e d  shoes ,  l adde red  s t o c k i n g s )  . Aff luence  g i v e s  the 

g i r l ' s  mother t h e  r i g h t  t o  walk away wi thout  apology.  

Poverty mâkes Roxanna's p r o t e s t a t i o n s  i r r e l e v a n t .  By 

a s s o c i a t i o n ,  i t  makes T r i s t a n  i r r e l e v a n t  too;  both  he and 

Raxanna a r e  c lassed  as  o t h e r .  Also impl ied  i n  t h i s  

conversa t ion  is t h a t  "whi te  t r a sh"  is more t o l e r a n t ,  even 

2 t h i c a l l y  s u p e r i o r  t o  middle  class whi teness .  

T r i s t a n  ernphasises t h e  l i n k s  among c l a s s ,  

zppearance and t h e  s u p e r i o r i t y  of marginal  wh i t enes s  when 

he  t a l k s  of the a c t o r s  i n  h i s  mo the r ' s  t h e a t r e :  "men with 

t a t t o o e d  f ingers ,  women wi th  t i n t e d  l e g  h a i r  [ .  . . j  By 

the time 1 was two 1 had become t h e i r  ernblem, t h e i r  

mascot and 1 shared with  them a sense t h a t  w e  were an  

avant  garde ,  n o t  onLy a r t i s t i c a l l y ,  bu t  a l s o  mora l ly"  

(66)- T r i s t a n  i m p l i e s  t h a t  E f i can  "white rrash" i s  

c u l t u r a l l y  responsible  and a r t i s t i c a l l y  s u p e r i o r ;  t h e y  

are an  avant-garde in a culture i n c r e a s i n g l y  dominated by 

t h e  weal th  and i n s i d i o u s  cultural i n f l u e n c e  o f  

Voors tand ' s  "mainstream" S i r k u s .  However, t h e  a c t o r s  seem 

a l r e a d y  d e f e a t e d  i n  t h e i r  e f f o r t s  t o  be e i t h e r  a moral o r  



an  Ef i can  n a t i o n a l i s t  vanguard. T h e i r  t i n t e d  h a i r s  and 

t a t t o o s  have n e i t h e r  t h e  a r t i s t i c  nor  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  

impact t h e  Company hopes f o r .  F e l i c i t y  t h i n k s  t h a t  s h e  is 

" inven t ing  che c u l t u r e  o f  [ E f i c a ' s ]  people" £rom t h i s  

c l u t c h  o f  what sound, f r o a  T r i s t a n ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n s ,  l i k e  

c i r c u s  freâk-show p l a y e r s  working i n  a "smal l ,  d i r t y ,  

u n c o m f o r t a b l ~  t h e a t r e  a t  t h e  back of a  Warren o f  bache lo r  

f l a t s "  (50;  6 )  . The Feu F o l l e t  s t a g e s  p l a y s  l i k e  Chekov's 

Uncle Vznya us ing  c i r c u s  a n t i c s  s o  t h a t ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  a  

c l i m a c t i c  s cene  i n v o l v e s  two a c t o r s  making a  "double  

wheel-the woman i n  t h e  c e n t r e  and t h e  t a l l  s t r e a k  o f  

Sparrowglass  wrapped around h e r  l i k e  a f l oppy  r e t r e a d "  

(110). F e l i c i t y  t r i e s  t o  oppose Voorstandish S i r k u s  w i t h  

a supposedly h igh -cu l tu r e  Ef ican  t h e a t e r  t h a t  i s  a c t u a l l y  

a  "whi te  t r a s h "  c i r c u s  f o r  poor ,  marg ina l i s ed  and 

c o l o n i s e d  E f i cans -  

O f  cou r se  Çi rkus  is a  c i r c u s  too,  b u t  w i t h  amoral ,  

and y e t  e f f e c t i v e  c u l t u r a l  hegemonic preeminence i n s t e a d  

of t h e  Feu F o l l e t ' s  f a i l e d  i n su rgence  and emphasis on 

moral r e c t i t u d e .  The S i r k u s  c o n c e a l s  i ts  t awdr ines s  and 

its i d e o l o g i c a l  ambi t ions ,  b u t  u l t i r n a t e l y  d i s s e m i n a t e s  

them more e f f e c t i v e l y  t han  t h e  Feu Follet. S i r k u s  is s o  

e f f e c t i v e  because it is f u n  rather t h a n  e d u c a t i o n a l ;  it 

is n o t  concerned t o  t e a c h  people  t h e  r i g h t  way t o  l i v e ,  

b u t  r a t h e r  t h e  r i g h t  way t o  e n j o y  (and s o  s u p p o r t )  



~ i r k u s e s . ~  The S i r k u s  is appeal ing  because it seems t o  do 

what the Feu F o l l e t  does, only  b e t t e r .  Tt d e l i v e r s  a 

compelling f a n t a s y  of glarnour, money and power, and even 

o f  t h e  s u r v i v a l  of a mouse t h a t  seems t o  be ( b u t  is not) 

t h e  "underdog." T r i s t a n  n o t e s  that 

[ilt was no good t o  Say what Vincen t  said, that t h e  

modern Bruder Mouse had become noth ing  more t h a n  a 

logo-type [ .  . . ]  he had never been to the S i r k u s  i n  

h i s  own town. He d i d  no t  know Bruder Mouse, he had 

never  seen him move. 

The Mouse 1 m e t  a t  t h e  S i r k u s  was qu ick  and 

cocky and a s  c r u e l  a s  a n y  animal  who has  t o  d e a l  

with su rv iva l  on t h e  f a m .  H e  had spa rk ,  guts, 

energy,  can-do. We would have l i k e d  him, 1 thought ,  

a r  t h e  Feu F o l l e t .  (167) 

T r i s t a n  l i k o s  t h e  rnouse f o r  i ts  "can-do." Disingenuously,  

t he  mouse s u g g e s t s  t h a t  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  a r e  there f o r  t h e  

t a k i n g  by anyone who has  t h e  p luck  t o  t a k e  them. 

Obviously,  the  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  c o l o n i s e d  Eficans a r e  

c i rcumscr ibed  by what T r i s t a n  r ecogn i se s  as S i r k u s ' s  

"negemony," but t h e  mouse is l i k a b l e  n o n e t h e l e s s  (170). 

This Bruder Fs  a s u r v i v o r ,  c r u e l ,  and y e t  cha r i sma t i c ;  it 

Is c u t e ,  f u r r y ,  a g i l e  and u t t e r l y  u n l i k e  T r i s t a n ,  who 



f i n d s  i t ,  even a t  h i s  f i r s t  S i r k u s ,  a n  i d e a l  way t o  

escape  hirnself and h i s  a b j e c t i o n .  

T r i s t a n  dons a  mouse Mask and i t  a l l o w s  hirn t o  

r e c r e a t e  h imse l f  a s  i f  he were c u t e ,  wi th  t h e  rnouse's 

"spark, g u t s ,  energÿ,  can-do": " H e  moved h i s  arm. I t  was 

che mouse's arrn. Snot  d r ipped  from h i s  nose,  bu t  o u t  o f  

s i g h t .  H i s  cheeks  were awash wi th  t e a r s ,  b u t  no one 

could  see t h a t "  ( 1 6 3 ) .  P u t t i n g  on t h e  rnask l e t s  T r i s t a n  

g i v e  himself  a  new s k i n ;  he r e d e f i n e s  h i s  boundar ies ,  and 

c o n t a i n s  h i s  s n o t  and t e a r s .  O'Brien obse rves  t h a t  

"Bruder Mouse r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  t r anscend inq  

t h e  e x i g e n c i e s  of b io logy"  ( " N e w  World Disorder"  1 5 5 ) .  

The Mouse is immortal ,  i n v i n c i b l e  and immune t o  t h e  

a b j e c t  m i s e r i e s  of t h e  human body. I n  a d d i t i o n ,  w h i l e  a 

god, he is a l s o  a consumer who e n j o y s  " t h e  p l e a s u r e s  o f  a  

m a n i f e s t l y  rna t e r i a l  world" (O'Brien "New World Disorder"  

1 5 5 ) .  By i n s e r t i n g  himself  i n t o  t h e  rnouse's s k i n ,  T r i s t a n  

seerns t o  g i v e  hirnself  t h e s e  same q u a l i t i e s  and p l e a s u r e s ,  

He h i d e s  h i s  a b j e c t ,  marg ina l  E f i c a n  whi teness  and 

becomes t h e  g r e y  and f u r r y  "logo-type" of Voors tandish  

S i r k u s  and s o  a l s o  of  (wh i t e )  p r i v i l e g e  (167) .  

S t r anded  and p e n n i l e s s  i n  Voorstand,  T r i s t a n  

concea l s  hirnself  i n  a fu l l -body  mouse s u i t  t o  e n t e r t a i n  

on t h e  streets and beg f o r  money. Once ensconced i n  t h e  

mouse, T r i s t a n  r e v e l s  i n  h i s  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .  H i s  



abjection is concealed. Even his nurse Jacqui, familiar 

with the contortions of her charge's body, sees a Sirkus 

id01 instead: "[slhe knew 1 was there, but it was like 

knowing that there is a colon, a lung, a brain beneath 

the human skin-you donrt respond to the squishy viscera 

but to the externals" (316). Tristan suggests the 

importance of skin; as in colonial discourse, its 

appearance determines how one is received in society. He 

suggests that we only respond to "externals," and that 

abjection (the revelation of "squishy viscera") is 

something that we prefer not to see. Thus as (Efican) 

abject, he is ignored; as (Voorstandish) mouse with his 

abject qualities contained and concealed, he is 

worshipped. Where the crowd watching him escape from the 

hospital sees him as a grotesque mutant, the crowd that 

watches him perform Bruder Mouse celebrates him: "[tlhey 

were devotees, worshippers. They wanted to eat Bruder 

Mouse, to fuck hirn, smother hirn [. . . ]  The pathetic 

creature who had skulked inside the Feu Follet was now 

the object of these people's love" (317). The "pathetic 

creature" is no longer Efican and no longer marginal. 

Even Tristan's Efican speaking voice is abject, as 

if it were some hidden, secret bodily function that 

escapes and is beyond Tristan's control. He siurs and 

speaks slowly, his "voice is high and scratchy" and he 



makes " 'going '  sound l i k e  'gung' " (237) . J a c q u i  g i v e s  

T r i s t a d B r u d e r  Mouse a  S i r k u s  vo ice  pa t ch  s o  t h a t ,  f o r  

t h e  f i r s t  t i m e ,  he i s  i n t e l l i g i b l e  d e s p i t e  h i s  c l e f t  

p a l a t e .  The patch,  however, makes T r i s t a n  sound, a s  Wally 

observes ,  " l i k e  a  fuck ing  Voorstander" ( 3 9 1 ) .  I n  effect, 

Jacqui gives T r i s t a n  a Voorstandish vo ice  t o  go wi th  h i s  

Voorstandish costume. H e  recites one of C a l i b a n ' s  

speeches  f o r  her :  " I p r i t h e e ,  l e t  m e  bring t n e e  where 

crabs grow [ .  . . ]  And 1 w i t h  my long n a i l s  w i l l  dig thee 

p i g - n u e s  [ .  . . ] 1 ' 1 1  show t h e e  th? best springs; 1'11 

p luck  tnse berries" ( 3 7 7 - 3 7 0 ) -  Most simply, T r i s t a n  is  

Cal iban:  an i s l a n d e r  t r e a t e d  as  i f  subhuman ( a  Mutant/ 

"Negro") .  He i s  a l s o  a  neo-colonial  s u b j e c t  who suddenly 

t r anscends  the l i t e r a l  and f i g u r a t i v e  l i m i t s  of h i s  

c o l o n i s e d  voice ;  h i s  c o l o n i s e r s  now bo th  unders tand  and 

pay a t t e n t i o n  t o  him. With h i s  Voorstandish vo ice  p a t c h  

T r i s t a n  i s  "funny, i r o n i c ,  mocking and s o  clear" ( 3 7 7 )  . 

Once he has  t h e  r i g h t  language, l i k e  Cal iban ,  he  is 

no longe r  d ~ c i l e . ~  T r i s t a n  becomes p o l i t i c a l l y  

impor tzn t ,  and, wi th  t h e  h e l p  of h i s  Mouse costume, even 

s e x u a l l y  appeal ing;  he s l e e p s  w i t h  Peggy Kram,  one o f  t h e  

most powerful and weal thy  women i n  Voorstand. T r i s t a n ' s  

enjoyment o f  his Voors tandish  vo ice  and costume makes him 

s o  c o m p l i c i t  w i t h  Voors tandish  ideo logy  and p o l i t i c s  t h a t  

he  is t h e  vo ice  o f  a p l a n  t h a t  wouLd f u r t h e r  m a r g i n a l i s e  



individuals like himself. He is the one who explains the 

elitist, racist, classist Ghostdorp expansion project to 

Kram's Voorstandish political advisors (407-408). This 

project would involve a legislated geographical 

separation of the wealthy and white from poor immigrant 

populations in Saorlirn, effectively recreating South 

Af rican apartheid.' 

Dawson writes that Tristan's disguise challenges the 

"Platonic dichotomy between the mode1 and the copy and, 

by implication, the oppositionality of the 

imperiurn/colony, self/other, centre/periphery that is an 

irnplicit part of colonial practices, fictive or 

otherwise" ( 2 0 4 ) .  She suggests that, bêcause his disguise 

is effective, Tristan undermines the distinction between 

what is and is not real and also between what is on one 

side of a colonial binary and what is othered. Following 

Homi Bhabha's argument that mimicry can be subversive, 

Dawson gives Tristan an insurgent, disruptive agency that 

his entrapment by the costume and the ideologies 

associated with it actually seem to deny him. a 

Challenges to the "the oppositionality of 

imperiurn/colony, self/other, centre/peripheryM generally 

affect Tristan's embodiment of national identity. Thus, 

Carey implies that the (neo)colonial subject's epidermis 

is reconfigured, not that colonial dichotomies are 



disturbed. He describes a neo/post-colonialism 

influenced by lingering colonial binaries as well as new 

ones. Thus distinctions between imperium and colony 

persist, as do those between self and other. However, 

the black/white binary (implicitly invoked by Dawson) is 

supplemented with a white/white binary-some whitenesses 

are privileged as "self," and some abjected as other. 

Even when Tristan is disguised as Voorstandish 

godling and so privileged and "white," he is not 

liberated from his disadvantaged, colonised, abject 

position. He is "irnprisoned by the mouse" (390). He is 

also imprisoned in the boudoir of a woman who is "not 

well, " and "disturbed" (400)  . He is imprisoned too by his 

desire to continue being the mouse and not to be himself. 

Tristan hides in Kram's apartment because Wendel1 Deveau 

(a VIA operative) is trying to assassinate hirn. He is 

still an other, an Efican in Voorstand in a Mouse suit; 

the boundary between self and other, imperium and colony, 

centre and periphery is in place. If Tristan's identity 

is rnomentarily misunderstood, it soon becomes clear that 

he is "not Bruder Mouse" but rather "a man [. . . ]  some 
kind of man, a dwarf" ( 4 0 7 ) .  The observation changes him 

from godling into a "dwarf, " a deformed, dysfunctional 

and once again abject, marginalised individual, 



Confront ing  t h e  image of  h imse l f  a s  Mouse i n  a 

m i r r o r  wh i l e  s t a n d i n g  ove r  t h e  dead body o f  Wally, 

T r i s t a n  i s  h o r r i f i e d  a t  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which he  has  been 

c o m p l i c i t  w i t h  a loathsome c o l o n i a l  " c e n t r e . "  H i s  E f i can  

l o y a l t i e s  literally r e s u r f a c e  i n  a n o t h e r  expe r i ence  of 

a b j e c t i o n :  

What a f i l t h y  f r i e z e  i t  was-rhar sweet o l d  man and 

Bruder Mouse-a p e r v e r s e  P i e t à .  How 1 l o a t h e d  t h e  

B r u d e r ' s  g r i n n i n g  f a c e ,  t h o s e  f l oppy  e a r s .  My 

stomach c lenched ,  and 1 knew 1 was going t o  be s i c k .  

[ -  - 1  

Now 1 wâs r e t c h i n g  i n s i d e  my s u i t .  The c o n t e n t s  o f  

my stomach r o s e  up i n s i d e  t h e  mask, were sucked down 

my nose.  

S u f f o c a t i n g ,  1 t r i e d  t o  p u l l  the B r u d e r ' s  head o f f ,  

b u t  Peggy Kran g o t  h e r  l i t t l e  hands around my 

wrists. 

"NO," s h e  c r i e d ,  "no p l e a s e ,  1 beg you." (410-411) 

Once i n s i d e  t h e  s u i t ,  T r i s t a n  is s t u c k .  The costume o r  

"sk in"  t h a t  seemed t o  c o n f e r  s o  many p r i v i l e g e s  becomes a 

t h r e a t  a s  h e  chokes  on h i s  own vomit.  H i s  c o m p l i c i t y  

w i th  Voorstand,  bo th  i n  terms of  h i s  appearance (he wears  

t h e  costume) and ideo logy  ( h e  becomes a v o i c e  f o r  such  



r a c i s t ,  c l a s s i s t  policies as t h e  Ghostdorp project) 

becomes a t r a p .  The costume becomes a Voorstandish 

boundary w h i c h  c o n t a i n s ,  b u t  a l so  conf ines ,  and a g a i n s t  

which T r i s t a n ' s  a b j e c t e d  Ef i can  sympathies rebel i n  a 

v i o l e n t  upsurge of  b o d i l y  f l u i d s .  

T r i s t a n ' s  predicament echoes the stories about 

D i sney ' s  treacrnent of  i ts  employees. Jane Kuenz records 

an  anonymous i n d i v i d u a l ' s  cornrnents about being i n  a  f u l l -  

body Disney cos  turne : 

You're n e v e r  supposed t o  be seen i n  a cos tume 

without  y o u r  head,  2ver. I t  was automat ic  d i s m i s s a l .  

I t ' s  f r i g h t e n i n g  because you can d i e  i n  youx own 

r e g u r g i t a t i o n  when you c a n ' t  keep out of  it. 1'11 

never  f o r g e t  Dumbo-it was coming ou t  of t h e  mouth 

during the parade .  You have a l i t t l e  s c r e e n  over t h e  

mouth. It was h o r r i b l e .  And 1 made $4.55 an hour .  

(Anonymous i n  Kuenz 136 )  

Obviously, t h i s  anecdote  and Carey ' s  similar ver s ion  a r e  

r i c h  i n  implications. I n  this instance, an overheated 

Disney ernployee thruws up i n  costume and n e a r l y  chokes on 

h i s / h e r  own vomit r a t h e r  t han  t a k e  t h e  cos tume ' s  head o f f  

and r i s k  being f ired (even though t h e  job is o n l y  worth 

$4 .55  an h o u r ) .  In bo th  T r i s t a n ' s  and t h e  Disney 



employee 's  cases, adherence t o  i l lus ion-making i d e o l o g i e s  

has  advantages  and d i sadvan tages .  The costumes c r e a t e  

i n v u l n e r a b l e  car toon  an imals  which concea l  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l s  beneath.  T r i s t a n  can  escape  h i s  d i s t o r t e d  

body and be  c e l e b r a t e d ;  t h e  Disney employee can escape  

h i s / h e r  shyness  and s o  be c e l e b r a t e d  as  well (Kuenz 1 3 6 ) .  

Ul t imate ly ,  t h e  Disney employee and T r i s t a n  a r e  t r apped  

by t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e ,  a l b e i t  i l l u s o r y ,  p l e a s u r e  

of Disney/Sirkus.  T r i s t a n  cannot t a k e  t h e  Bruder Mouse 

head o f f  because Peggy Kram, a n  owner of  f i v e  S i r k u s e s  

and b e l i e v e r  i n  t h e  Bruder a s  r e a l ,  w i l l  not  l e t  him. The 

i m p l i c a t i o n s  a r e  compelling: Disney and S i rkus  s t i f l e  

t h e i r  ernployees; they  cause  them t o  su f f e r -poss ib ly  t o  

die- in  t h e  i n t e r e s t  of  p r e s e n t i n g  a l u c r a t i v e  show. The 

ernployees a r e  v i c t ims  of bo th  t h e  c o r p o r a t i o n s '  

e x p l o i t a t i v e  cap i t a l i s rn  and t h e i r  own w i l l i n g  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n ,  and c e l e b r a t i o n  o f ,  t h e  i l l u s i o n s  of  

happiness  and success  t hose  c o r p o r a t i o n s  c r e a t e .  

Carey ' s  exaggera t ion  o f  Disney en te r t a inmen t  

ideo logy  becornes more barbed when he links i l l u s i o n ,  

c l a s s  and whiteness  t o  show t h e  b i a s e s  of Disney 's  

"wholesorne" .%nerican c a p i t a l i s t  ideology.  Disney is  an  

"America" theme park; S i r k u s  a Voorstandish one. Both 

d i s semina te  n a t i o n a l  and r a c i a l  v a l u e s .  Carey i m p l i e s  

t h a t  Voorstand 's  government and  co lonia l i s rn  are S i r k u s  



and v i c e  v e r s a .  The Disney pa rks  "bombard v i s i t o r s  w i t h  

Disney i d e a l s "  i n  o r d e r  t h a t  t h e y  l e a v e  wi th  t h e  

impress ion  o f  t h e  wonder and "magic" of bo th  Disney and 

t h e  American drearn (Bryman 1 0 2 ) .  S i r k u s  s i m i l a r l y  

bombards i t s  v i s i t o r s  w i t h  S i r k u s  and so a l s o  

Voorstandish i d e a l s .  Ef ican  Sparrow Glashan comrnents 

a f t e r  h i s  f i r s t  S i rkus ,  " [ t l h e y ' r e  a great people [. . . ]  

t h a t ' s  what a show l i k e  t h i s  t e a c h e s  you" (168). S i r k u s ,  

l i k e  Disney, convinces  people  t h a t  i t s  i d e a l s  a r e  

c o r r e c t ,  Among Disney 's  e x h i b i t s ,  t h e r e  a r e  no images of 

l abour ,  s t r i f e  o r  d i v e r s i t y .  Among t h e  v i s i b l e  ernployees, 

t h e r e  a r e  few African-Americans o r  o t h e r  m i n o r i t i e s .  By 

p re fe rence ,  t h e  c o r p o r a t i o n  hires 

s i n g l e  w h i t e  males and fernales i n  t h e i r  e a r l y  

t w e n t i e s ,  o f  h e a l t h y  appearance,  p o s s i b l y  r a d i a t i n g  

good tes t imony of  a  r e c e n t  h i s t o r y  o f  s p o r t s ,  

wi thout  f a c i a l  blemish,  o f  above-average h e i g h t  (and 

below average  w e i g h t ) ,  wi th  c o n s e r v a t i v e  groorning 

s t a n d a r d s .  (Van Maanen and Kunda i n  Bryman 110) 

The p e r c e p t i o n  is t h a t  " [ t l h e y  d e l i b e r a t e l y  h i r e  blondes" 

and t h a t  health and a f f l u e n c e  a r e  i n t e g r a l  t o  t h e  

c r e a t i o n  of Disney ' s  i l l u s o r y  i d e a l  world (Kuenz 1 3 8 ) -  

Carey s u g g e s t s  t h a t  bo th  Disney and S i r k u s  se l1  a f f l u e n c e  



as an ideal which, like the British colonial stereotype, 

emphasises whiteness, blondness and health, but which 

adds the importance of looking middle class or wealthy to 

that type. Carey seems to draw on Jean Baudrillard's 

assertion that Disneyland "exists in order to hide the 

fact that it is the 'real1 country, al1 of 'real' 

America" ( 1 2 ) .  Disney and Sirkus create a race/class 

ideal in what is explicitly a fictional context, 

"disguising," as Baudrillard suggests, the fact that 

their fiction is true of America/Voorstand; a blond, 

blue-eyed, healthy and wealthy appearance is idealised in 

both the theme parks and the real world. 

Sirkus has its buxorn and blond-sounding white-clad 

Heidi (in Efica, to cham the locals, Heidi is replaced 

by Irma) (167) . Bill Millefleur, Tristan's Efican father, 

becomes, paradoxically, a Sirkus star because of his good 

looks. He is Felicity's Sirkus/"circus boy" with "bright 

blue eyes" (343;  309). Tristan describes his Eatherts 

"handsome, sun-lamped face-nint smell, flossed teeth 

gleaming [ .  . . ]  he looked so soft, so beautiful [. . . ]  

he was so big, had such good skin, such glossy hair" 

( 3 4 3 ) .  Bill is much like the ideal Disney employee: 

healthy, tall, slim, athletic, blond and blue-eyed. In 

addition, he looks wealthy; he looks "like the embodiment 

of everything the Feu Follet had fought" in his 



"snakeskin shoes with silver tips on the laces" (305). 

Despite his whiteness, Tristan is the antithesis of the 

Çirkus/Disney ideals: he is ugly, short, and has 

unhealthy, even slimy, skin. The unbesmirched faces of 

Disney and of Sirkus are achieved by promoting certain 

ideal whitenesses and hiding others so thoroughly that 

they require a process of abjection to bring what has 

been hidden to light. Voorstandish Sirkus creates an 

idealised image of whiteness that excludes its others; 

regardless of how these people look, they are Pow-pows, 

blacks, poor and "primitive [ .  . . ]  They don't know how 

to take a kak in a bathroom. They steal. They carry 

firearms. They have diseases" ( 3 2 2 ) .  The Pow-pows are 

seen as dangerous and contaminating. They are the abject 

of Voorstand/Sirkusts ideal whiteness, reappearing 

despite efforts to exclude them, and seeming like 

externalised symptorns of the abjection Kristeva 

describes, with its implication of inevitably resurfacing 

waste, danger and even contamination or disease. However, 

they are also like the "white trash" Newitz and Wray 

describe, for they are "white" but perceived as other 

because they do not enjoy Voorstandish economic power. 

Abject whitenesses excluded from ideal whiteness and 

"white trash" excluded £rom ideal class are similar. 

Abjection and the creation of a distinction between white 



and white other ("white trash") are similar processes; 

both entai1 distinguishing between desired and undesired 

attributes by suggesting that the latter are other. Both 

also entai1 recognising that what has been excluded is 

not other, but rather part of the self. Consider Newitz 

and Wray's description of "white trash": 

Unlike unmarked hegemonic forms of whiteness, the 

category of white trash is marked as white from the 

outset. But in addition to being racially marked, it 

is simultaneously marked as trash, as something that 

musc be discarded, expelled, and disposed of in 

order for whiteness to achieve and maintain social 

dominance. Thus, white trash must be understood as 

both an external and an interna1 threat to 

whiteness. It is externalized by class difference 

but made the same through racial identification. 

White trash lies simultaneously inside and outside 

whiteness, becominq the difference within, the white 

Other that inhabits the core of whiteness. (169-170) 

"White trash" is that which whiteness would like to 

discard, externalise or evpel as "trashl' in order ta 

"achieve and maintain social dominance." "White trash" 

is whiteness's abject, Compare this with Kristeva: "1 



expel myself, 1 spit myself out, 1 abject mysêlf within 

the szme motion through which "1" daim to establish 

myseJf" (3) . She characterises the abject as à 

confrontation with "the most sickening of wastes" and 

observes that it "is experienced at the peak of its 

strength when that subject, weary of fruitless attsmpts 

to identify with something on the outside, finds the 

impossible within; when it finds that the impossible 

constitutes its very being, that it is none other than 

abject" ( 3 ; 5 ) .  Her abject, like Newitz and Wray's "white 

trash," is "simultaneously inside and outside." 

Kristeva's abject is also that which "must be discarded, 

expelled" in order to define the self. White trash and 

the abject involve the expulsion of waste, of trash, of 

that which is unwanted and "sickening." As white trash is 

to whiteness, the abject is to the self; it is the 

inexorable, insubordinate "difference within." 

Definitions of alterity exaggerate difference and 

efface similarity, Kristevan abjection and the 

construction of white difference as "white trash" both 

illustrate the creation of alterity out of similarity. 

The abject is that which the self would expel as other; 

"white trash" is that which affluent whiteness would 

expel as other. Neither abject nor "white trash," 

however, is entirely other. Spurr writes that the abject 



is "the lack of difference toward which there is always a 

temptation to return, a temptation cut short by the laws 

of exclusion" ( 7 8 ) .  Tristan is perceived by Vocrstanders 

as if "white trash" and abject because theÿ would like 

him (and al1 POWs or Eficans) to be other. However, 

Tristan is not completely other: his mother is a 

Voorstander, his father becomes a Sirkus performer. He 

is, in some ways, a Voorstander. His qrotesqueness is, at 

least in part, Voorstandish-that is why he is so 

alarming. To extrapolate £rom Carey's fiction, one can 

suggest that white Ausîralians are frequentlÿ, like 

Tristan, descendants of the colonial centre and that 

Australians have been perceived as Britain's abject. 

However, Carey also implies that Australians have been 

perceived as America's abject. Obviously, as 1 suggest 

above, Carey is more nuanced than this: Efica is not 

simply an allegorised Australia, and Voorstand not simply 

an allegorised America. Using the indeterminacy of Efica 

and Voorstand to his advantage, Carey advances a strong 

argument against neo-colonialism in general. As Graeme 

Turner writes, Carey "is arguing the nectssity of 

constructing stories to live by, stories which emerge 

from and are given value by the community itçelf, rather 

than £rom the importation of [. . .]dreamsl' ( 4 4 1 ) .  4 



Being a b j e c t e d  a s  o t h e r ,  o r  cons ide red  "white  

t r a s h , "  i m p l i e s  t h a t  t h e  person/country/government doing 

t h e  a b j e c t i n g  has  a u t h o r i t y  over  t h a t  pe r son / th ing  which 

is a b j e c t e d ,  But, t o  be  a b j e c t  o r  c h a r a c t e r i s e d  a s  "white 

t r a s h "  can  a l s o  imply c o m p l i c i t y  wi th  t h e  v a l u e s  of  t hose  

t h a t  would a b j e c t  and o t h e r  you. T r i s t a n  is a b j e c t  

because he b e l i e v e s  Voors tand ' s  c o l o n i a l  r h e t o r i c .  He i s  

a b j e c t  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  Voorstand, Vcors tanders  and t h e  

S i r k u s .  One c a n  i l l u s t r a t e  how T r i s t a n ' s  a b j e c t i o n  is a 

r e s u l t  of h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  Voorstandish p o l i t i c s  and 

S i r k u s  i d e a l s  by r e t u r n i n g  t o  Kr is teva .  She writes of 

s e l f - i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  a s  a  messy b i r t h  o u t  of  and amidst  

t h e  a b j e c t :  " [ d l u r i n g  t h a t  cou r se  i n  which "1" become, 1 

g i v e  b i r t h  t o  myself amid t h e  v io l ence  of  sobs ,  of  vomit" 

( 3 ) .  A n a t i o n  l i k e  Voorstand "becomes" by c r e a t i n g  i t s e l f  

o u t  of and amids t  i ts  a b j e c t .  Voorstandish n a t i o n a l  

i d e n t i t y  (which comprises  "white" r a c e  and class 

p r i v i l e g e f  c r e a t e s  i t s e l f  o u t  of images of its o t h e r .  

T r i s t a n  is l i t e r a l l y  born o u t  of Voorstand a s  i t s  a b j e c t .  

T r i s t a n ' s  mother was "born i n  Voorstand. She was a b l e  t o  

t r a c e  h e r  f ami ly  back t o  t h e  ' S e t t l e r ' s  Free" of  t n e  

Grea t  Song" ( 6 )  . She is  b e a u t i f u l ,  t a l l ,  slirn, and pa le -  

sk inned  (17;  8; 9). She g i v e s  b i r t h  t o  T r i s t a n  who 

d e s c r i b e s  himself  a s  " b a r e l y  human. 1 was l i k e  some dream 

she might expect t o  s t a y  f o r e v e r  hidden i n  the e n t r a i l s  



of  h e r  zonsc iousness  [ .  . . ]  She d id  not  know what s h e  

f e l t .  I t  was like t h e  bomb blast i n  t h e  t h e a t e r  when S u z i  

Jacques l o s t  her leg-f lesh, biood, screaming" ( 1 7 )  . 
F e l i c i t y ' s  child makes h e r  expe r i ence  ab jec t ion-her  self- 

c o n s t r u c t i o n  is cha l lenged  by t h e  h o r r i f i c  c o r p o r e a l i t y  

of her son ( w h i c h  s h e  a s s o c l â t s s  wi th  screaming,  v i o l e n t  

i n j u r y  and blood). She is confronted  with t h e  a b j e c t i o n  

Voorstanders  normally do not see, but which i s  i n t e g r a l  

t o  t h e i r  s e l f - c o n s t r u c t i o n .  T r i s t a n  is the kind of o t h e r  

ou t  of w h i c h  t he  p r i v i l e g e d  create images of  themselves .  

T r i s t a n  is a l s o  born ou t  of Jacqui's d e s i r e s .  She 

is a "Vùorwacker, " a f a n  of t h e  S i r k u s  ( 2 9 5 )  . She  creates 

T r i s t â n  a s  a  t e r r o r i s t  s o  t h a t  s h e  can go t o  Saa r l im  

under cover .  She  " c r e a t e s "  him a s  Mouse too .  00th mean 

t h a t  she  can r e c r e a t e  h e r s e l f  as  spy, and a s  i f  a 

V ~ o r s t a n d e r .  T r i s t a n  no te s :  

She had found a t i m i d  wretch l i v i n g  i n  a dank,  

d a r k  ho le .  He had  s k i n  l i k e  a baby and p e a r l y  

i n o f f e n s i v e  eyes, b u t  while he s l e p t  s h e  had 

t ransformed him i n t o  something potent-still ugly,  

yes,  bu t  venomous, a s p i d e r  i n  t h e  d a r k  of the 

Voorstandish subconscious. 

S h e  had no t  meant m e  harm. She had n o t  meant m e  

anyth ing .  She wanted something f o r  h e r s e l f .  (288)  



She f i n d s  t h e  Mouse t h a t  becornes T r i s t a n ' s  s u i t ,  and he 

d e s c r i b e s  how s h e  s a t  b e s i d e  him wi th  it " l i k e  a woman 

newly pregnant"  ( 2 8 8 ) .  H e  becomes h e r  baby, h e r  a b j e c t  

and t h a t  which he lps  h e r  d e f i n e  h e r s e l f  bu t  a l s o  

c h a l l e n g e s  t h a t  s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n  by e scap ing  t h e  

boundar ies  she  tries t o  c r e a t e .  While J acqu i  watches, he 

i s  born o u t  of  h i s  costume; Wally ho lds  hirn i n  t h e  a i r  

l i k e  a new-born and T r i s t a n  n o t e s  t h a t  h i s  s k i n  "is a s  

s l imy wet with  blood a s  a newborn c h i l d "  ( 3 3 0 ) .  He is  

Voors tand ' s  a b j e c t  o t h e r  once aga in .  Where F e l i c i t y  i s  a 

Voorstander  conf ronted  wi th  t h e  a b j e c t  o t h e r  Voorstand 

c r e a t e s ,  J acqu i  i s  an Ef i can  who wants t o  c r e a t e  h e r s e l f  

a s  Voorstandish and is conf ronted  wi th  t h e  a b j e c t i o n  t h a t  

t h i s  r e c r e a t i o n  o f  h e r  n a t i o n a l i t y  e n t a i l s .  T r i s t a n  is 

born a t h i r d  t i m e  when he emerges from t h e  Mouse s a i t  

a f t e r  a week i n  Kram's apar tment .  Kram sees "blood, 

s n o t ,  some i l l - d e f i n e d  h o r r o r  l i k e  a p i e c e  o f  meat, 

wrapped i n  p l a s t i c ,  l e f t  t o o  long  i n s i d e  t h e  

r e f r i g e r a t o r "  (411). Kram t h u s  a l s o  expe r i ences  

a b j e c t i o n  when conf ronted  wi th  t h e  " t r u e  na tu re"  o f  t h e  

Mouse h e r  own S i r k u s e s  c r e a t e  ( 4 1 4 ) .  

Each t i m e  T r i s t a n  is born,  he  i s  a b j e c t ;  he  reminds 

h i s  "paren ts"  t h a t  t h e y  are n o t  q u i t e  what t h e y  want t o  

be, and t h a t  he  i s  what t h e y  have s t r u g g l e d  t o  expe l .  H e  



reminds F e l i c i t y  t h a t  she  cannot ,  by f o r c e  o f  w i l l ,  make 

h e r s e l f  o r  h e r  Feu F o l l e t  e x a c t l y  how she  wants it t o  be; 

he reminds h e r  t h a t  h e r  Voorstandishness ,  and i t s  d a r k  

c o l o n i a l  s i d e ,  is inescapab le .  When T r i s t a n  i s  born t o  

Jacqui ,  he reminds h e r  t h a t  she  i s  a  Voorwacker, no t  a  

Voorstander;  s h e  t o o  i s  no t  who s h e  wants t o  be. He a l s o  

reminds h e r  t h a t  Voorstandishness  r e l i e s  on t h e  a b j e c t i o n  

of i t s  o t h e r s .  When T r i s t a n  i s  born o u t  of  t h e  mouse i n  

Kram's apar tment ,  h i s  a b j e c t i u n  sugges t s  t h a t  even Bruder 

Mouse is not  q u i t e  what he seems; he makes it c l e a r  t h a t  

t he  boundaries  o f  t h e  i d e a l  S i rkus /Voors tandish  f a n t a s y  

conceal  i t s  a b j e c t  and t h a t  t h e  a b j e c t  can r e s u r f a c e .  

However, T r i s t a n  once a g a i n  concea ls  himself  i n  t h e  Mouse 

costume i n  o r d e r  t o  escape  Voorstand. 

A t  t h e  end o f  t h e  novel ,  T r i s t a n  f l e e s  Kram's 

apar tment  wi th  B i l l  and Jacqui .  The t h r e e  t r a v e l  North 

by c a r  and then  set s a i l  f o r  Norway: 

A t  t h e  ve ry  hour Peggy Kram gave h e r  d e p o s i t i o n  

i n  t h e  Bhurger-court ,  w e  sailed from Voorstand on 

t h e  Nordic Trader  bound f o r  Bergen. J a c q u i  was 

d r e s s e d  a s  a man. B i l l  c a r r i e d  m e  on board i n s i d e  

t h e  Mouse s u i t ,  d i s g u i s e d  a s  a souveni r .  A t  t h a t  

t h e ,  a l though  1 d i d  n o t  know i t ,  my unusual  l i f e  

was r e a l l y  j u s t  beginning ( 4 1 4 )  . 



This ending can be read both pessimistically and 

optimistically. A bleak readinq suggests, as Peter 

Pierce does, that "the novel abruptly breaks off" wich 

Tristan leaving "in disarray" and traveling "into 

uncertainty" (149; 1 5 0 ) .  Tristan is in disguise again so 

that, while he escapes Voorstand, he fails to escape the 

costume and the pro-Voorstandish ideology i r  represents. 

Jacqui is once aqain Jacques, and Bill is an anonymous 

tourist, not a famous actor- Tristan is not even the real 

Bruder, he is "a souvenir," a momento, and a rnass 

produced toy. Voorstandls ideology triumphs; Tristan 

remains the abject other concealed in the garb of the 

colonist . 
A more optimistic reading suggests that concealing 

Tristan in the mouse at this stage is funny rather than 

recidivist. He has already challenged Voorstand's 

founding mythology by seeming to be the Hairy Man within 

the   ou se"; he has already revealed that the Mouse has 

the unexpected (its other) under its skin. The costume's 

Voorstandishness no longer has the power to influence him 

because it no longer affords him power (dressed in it he 

is now only a souvenir). His adoption of the disguise is 

part of a new, resistant rnythology which challenges that 

of Voorstand. Turner writes: 



C l e a r l y ,  f o r  t h e  c u l t u r a l  f u n c t i o n  o f  n a r r a t i v e ,  

myth is  of  c e n t r a l  importance.  Peter C a r e y ' s  work 

has  been c e l e b r a t e d  f o r  i t s  mythic  q u a l i t y ,  i ts 

f a c i l i t y  f o r  c r e a t i n g  s t o r i e s  t h a t  have a  f a b l e - l i k e  

s i g n i f i c a n c e .  I n  such  a s t o r y  a s  "American Dreams", 

a  myth is proposed: one of  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  

c o l o n i s a t i o n ,  t o  dominat ion from o u t s i d e  t h e  

c u l t u r e .  ( 4 4 0 )  

Carey proposes  a s i m i l a r l y  r e s i s t a n t  Ef ican  myth a t  t h e  

end of Tne Unusual  L i f 2  o f  Tristan Smith. T r i s t a n ' s  

concealment i n  t h e  Mouse is  o n l y  p a r t  of t h e  s t o r y  of h i s  

e s c a p e -  I t  is p a r t  o f  w h a t  T r i s t a n  assumes t o  be a 

f a m i l i a r  t a l e  f o r  h i s  r e a d e r s .  He assumes t h a t  t h e y  know 

of  J a c q u i  s t e a l i n g  fo r  t h e  t h r e e  of them en rou t e :  "[yjou 

know, by now, e x a c t l y  what s h e  s t o l e :  t h e  t h r e e  b l a n k e t s ,  

t h e  r a i s i n  buns, t h e  whole round of  cheese ,  t h e  r e d  

wool len s h i r t " ( 4 1 3 ) .  H e  r e c o u n t s  t h e  i n fo rma t ion  a s  

though t h e  s t o r y  had become 3s r i t u a l i s e d  a s  t h e  f a b l e s  

of Bruder Mouse and Duck. The new s t o r i e s ,  however, t a k e  

Voor s t and ' s  Mouse and u s e  him In  a  new Efican mythology, 

Unl ike Malouf, who f o c u s e s  on how A u s t r a l i a n  settler 

mythologies  shape  A u s t r a l i a n  whi teness ,  Carey r e f e r s  t o  

Voorstand 's  myths, and t h e i r  i n f l u e n c e  on E f i c a n  



whiteness. He includes nurnerous references to 

Voorstand's Bruder Duck's T r a v e l s .  These stories are 

taught to Eficân children; they shape individuals like 

Tristan, teaching them to idealise Voorstand. Carey 

shows Voorstand's cultural influence by suggesting how 

its rnythology subsumes that of Efica, and how its 

glorification of Voorstandish identity results in the 

derogation of Eficans as white other or white trash. Book 

One opens with an excerpt from Voorstand's Bruder Duck's 

T r a v e l s  that shows how Sirkuses will convince anyone who 

opposes thern: Bruder Duck says "1 would change their 

minds [ .  . . ]  1 would make thern laugh" ( 3 ) .  This excerpt 

is paired with an Efican one from Doggsrel and Js tsam: 

unheard v o i c e s  i n  t h e  Voorstand Imperium that shows how 

tne Eficans were indeed seduced by laughter, losing 

themselves to the Voorstanders: 

Oh God we laughed till ne cried 

We sighed and wiped our eyes 

We kissed the Dog, we cuddled the Mouse 

With the Duck rignt by our side. (4) 

Carey shows the effect of Voorstand's cultural influence 

on Efica's own mythology; Voorstand entertains, and 

Eficans embrace the dog, the duck and the mouse in their 



songs.  Carey emphasises  t h e  need f o r  E f i can  r e s i s t a n c e .  

Thus t h e  s t o r y  of T r i s t a n  e scap ing  from Voorstand i s  key 

t o  Ca rey ' s  v i s i o n  of a  s e t t l e r  co lony  d e f i n i n g  i t s  own 

mythologies  d e s p i t e  c o l o n i a l  and neo-co lon ia l  i n f l u e n c e s .  

Kram's conc lud ing  d e p o s i t i o n  c h a r a c t e r i s e s  T r i s t a n  a s  

" t h e  Hairy Man"; he i s  a  rnarg ina l i sed ,  r a c i a l i s e d  " l i t t l e  

b l ack  t h i n g "  ( 4 1 4 )  . But  Carey leaves us w i th  T r i s t a n ,  

d i s g u i s e d  a s  Bruder Mouse, a p p r o p r i a t i n g  Voor s t and ' s  god 

and, r a t h e r  thon becoming a  marg ina l i s ed  wh i t e  o t h e r  i n  

d i s g u i s e ,  becoming c e n t r a l  t c  a  new Ef i can  mythology. 

The i m p l i c a t i o n s  a r e  c l e a r ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i f  E f i c a  i s  

read a s  s i m i l a r  t o  A u s t r a l i d -  Carey s u g g e s t s  t h e  need t o  

t a k e  t h e  " c o l o n i s i n q "  s t o r i e s  o f  t h e  dominat ing c u l t u r e  

and adap t  them t o  make new s t o r i e s  t h a t  r e s i s t  

dominat ion.  Both Malouf and Carey s u g g e s t  t h e  need f o r  

A u s t r a l i a n  s t o r i e s .  Both sugges t  t h e  need f o r  A u s t r a l i a n  

myths t h a t  acknowledge a  s p s c i f i c  kind of  A u s t r a l i a n  

"whi teness"  a s  we l l .  Hulme u s e s  Maori mythology t o  re- 

e s t a b l i s h  Maori c u l t u r e  a f t e r  Pakeha i n t r u s i o n s .  Malouf 

and Carey deve lop  e n t i r e l y  new mythologies  t o  show t h a t  

A u s t r a l i a n  and E f i c a n  whi tenesses  become something o t h e r  

than  B r i t i s h  wh i t enes s  and Arnerican neo -co lon ia l  

whi teness  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  

T r i s t a n  shows Ef i can  whi teness  as v u l n e r a b l e  t o  neo- 

c o l o n i a l  c u l t u r a l  i n f l u e n c e s  t h a t  would m a r g i n a l i s e  it 



even though it is not demonstrably different from 

Voorstandish whiteness. Like Malouf, Carey suggests that 

"whiteness" has both privilege and alterity already 

embedded within it. Whiteness's privileges are concealed 

within the misleadingly benign terms of "cultural" or 

"capital" influence. Carey reveals that class includes 

race. Whiteness is àlready hidden within the terms of 

capitalist cultural influence. To be a Voorstander is to 

be "white"; CO be other than a Voorstander is to be a 

"swartzerW(422). To be a wealthy Voorstander is to be 

"white" again; to be poor is be a white trash "cracker" 

or "kraker" (Newitz and Wray 169; Carey 2 8 7 ) .  Meo- 

colonial orherness occurs at the conjunction of neo- 

colonial cultural indoctrination and economic 

exploitation. 



T r i s t a n  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  former s l a v e  caves  and a  

" h i s t o r y "  o f  them ( T h e  Caves o f  Democracy) ( 5 ) .  H e  a l s o  

writes " [wle  now know t h a t  2,900 miles of  i n s u l a t e d  c a b l e  

was th readed  throuqh Our n a t i o n ' s  b e l l y "  (Note 3 3 ) .  

Although Voorsizand is l i k e  America, i ts name and 

language sugges t  t h a t  i t  is a l s o  a  bit l i k e  South A f r i c a .  

I n  h i s  acknowledqments, C a r e y  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  Dutch and 

Afr ikaans  used i n  h i s  c r e a t i o n  of a  Voorstandish d i a l e c t .  

Saarlirn C i t y  (based on N e w  York, a s  1 sugges t  below) i s  

an en t e r t a inmen t  town not  u n l i k e  South A f r i c a ' s  e l i t i s t  

casino-town Sun C i t y .  

' See "Coup D ' e t a t  i n  A u s t r a l i a :  20 yea r s  of Cover Up" 

and "The CIA i n  A u s t r a l i a . "  

' Although "Bruder Mouse" is t h e  most i n f l u e n t i a l  o f  t h e  

S i r k u s  c h a r a c t e r s ,  Carey a l s o  i n c l u d e s  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  

o t h e r  s t o c k  Disney c h a r a c t e r s  (Donald becomes Bruder 

Duck, and t h e r e  i s  a  dog based  on P lu to )  . He r e f e r s  t o  

t h e  t h r e e  t o q e t h e r  i n  f o l k t a l e s  l i k e  "The Dog, The Duck 

and The Mouse," a g a i n  g i v i n g  t h e  Disney f i g u r e s  mythic  

and r e l i q i o u s  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  I n  an  in t e rv i ew wi th  Ray 

Willbanks,  Carey comments on s e e i n g  Mickey and Minnie 

Mouse a t  Disneyworld, "wandering arcund l a r g e r  t h a n  l i f e ,  

l i k e  royalty" and n o t e s  r h a t  these c h a r a c t e r s  i n s p i r e d  



him to write "about a country where figures like this 

actually walked the streets, where they have some large 

and mythic significance, maybe even some moral history" 

( 1 4 1  

Bill Millefleur criticizes the Feu Follet's political 

efficacy: "You cheer up the lonely liberals, you annoy 

the fascists. It entertains. It oducates," but 

" En] othing changes" (93) . 

" Caliban lsarns to curse when given Prospero's language. 

There is a wealth of criticism on this, particularly on 

the extent to which Caliban is not simply subservient. 

For a useful analysis (and sumrnary of the key arguments) 

see Donald Pease. 
- 
' When Tristan promotes the Ghostdorp project, he 

essentially encourages Kram and her advisors to turn 

Saarlirn into a Voorstandish theme park, controlled and 

regulated for "safety" and for racial homogeneity, much 

like a Disney theme park. He encourages Kram to turn 

Saarlim City into a Sirkus that excludes POWs, 

("Prisoners of War," a term which also encapsulates 

colonised populations and immigrants to Voorstand) and 

immigrants and hides the individuals who have been 

abused, distorted, misinformed, gulled and wrecked by 

neo-colonial Sirkus ideology-individuals like himself. 



While B i l l  f i r s  i n  with t h e  image S i r k u s  tr ies t o  create, 

T r i s t a n  is  a n  exaggera t ion  of t h e  subjugated  popula t ions  

S i r k u s  mocks i n  f i g u r e s  l i k e  t h e  "clowns-hoards of them 

i n  cas t -o f f  uniforms of conqmred  n a t i o n s "  ( 1 6 5 ) .  The 

"clowns" o r  POWs a r e  r i d i c u l e d -  They a r e  shown t o  be 

" f r i g h ~ e n e d  of t h e  s q u i r r e l s "  and a r e  "awea, t ea sed  and 

p e s t e r e d  by t he  moving holographie images o f  t h e  dancing 

Bruder Mouse" ( 1 6 6 ) -  That S i r k u s  mocks i t s  co lon ie s  

emphasises t h a t  i t s  en ter ta inmont  is not  benign, bu t  

r a t h ~ r  i n s i d i o u s l ÿ  p o l i t i c a l .  

"ee Bhabha ' s  "Of Mimicry and Man." A s  c o l o n i a l  sub ject, 

T r i s t a n  cannot  a c t u a l l y  become Bruder Mouse; he w i l l  

a lways be an "Oot lander , "  an o u t s i d e r ,  and one of t hose  

people  t h a t  t h e  Ghostdorp p r o j e c t  would exclude ( 4 0 7 ) .  

H e  rernains, a s  Bhabha might sugges t ,  "a recognizable  

Other";  he i s  "a subject of diffsrence t h a t  is almost the 

same, b u t  not cpits" ( " O f  Mimicry and Man" 8 6 ) .  T r i s t a n  

i s  almost  t h e  Mouse, b u t  n o t  q u i t e .  However, Bhabha 

sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  m i m i c  "deauthor izes"  t he  l eg i t imacy  o f  

c o l o n i a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  ( " O f  Mimicry and Man" 9 0 ) .  A t  

t h i s  s t a g e ,  T r i s t a n  does not  do t h i s - i t  seems a s  i f  he 

actually reauthorises c o l o n i a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s .  

3 Turner writes s p e c i f i c a l l y  of Bliss and "American 

Dreams, " b u t  i n  The Unusual L i f s  o f  Tristan Smith, Carey 



c l e a r l y  c o n t i n u e s  t o  exwlore  why c o u n t r i e s  l i k e  A u s t r a l i a  

necd t o  r e s i s t  c u l t u r a l  e x p l o i t a t i o n  and how t h e y  might 

go about  r e s i s t i n g .  

'"mm's d e p o s i t i o n  s t a t e s :  " T t  came t o  m e  d i s g u i s e d  a s  

one  of God's C r e a t u r e s .  Its t r u e  n a t u r e  was monstrous,  

l i k e  t h e  Hairy  Man, t h e  t h i n g  w i t h  s c a l e s  t h a t  Bruder 

Duck saw i n  t h e  woods" ( 4 1 4 )  . 



Conclusion 

Postcolonial Whi tsness 

I n  set t ler  c o l o n i e s  l i k e  A u s t r a l i a ,  Canada and N e w  

Zealand, wh i t enes s  i s  f r a u g h t  wi th  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s .  

B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  s t e r e o t y p e s  have a  l i n g e r i n g  i n f l u e n c e ,  

and y e t  i t  is  c l e a r  t h a t  contemporary wh i t enes s  i n  t h e s e  

c o u n t r i e s  is by no means B r i t i s h .  Whiteness s t i l l  en joys  

p r i v i l e g e s ,  b u t  concea l ed  w i t h i n  t h e s e  p r i v i l e g e s  a r e  

c o n f l i c t s :  How can  whi teness  make r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  

v io l ence  of its c o l o n i a l  h i s t o r y ?  How can  i t  e x p l a i n  

i t s e l f  and i t s  own p e r s i s t e n t  i n f luence?  What o t h e r s  has  

it hidden w i t h i n  i t s  s t e r e o t y p e ?  What happens t o  t h e  

c o l o n i a l  s t e r e o t y p e  of  wh i t snes s  i n  a  p o s t c o l o n i a l ,  even 

neo-colonial ,  world? These a r e  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  which 1 

sugges t  Hulme, Ondaa t je ,  Malouf and Carey, r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  

add re s s .  

My d i s s e r t a t i o n  p r e s e n t s  p o s t c o l o n i a l  r e sponses  t o  

whi teness  c h r o n o l o g i c a l l y .  I n  h e r  1983 p o s t c o l o n i a l  

a l l e g o r y  The Eone People, Hulme w r i t e s  abou t  wh i t enes s  

from a Maori p e r s p e c t i v e ;  s h e  makes it r e p r e s e n t  Pakeha 

h i s t o r y .  Her f i c t i o n ,  though set i n  1970s and 1980s New 

Zealand, a l l u d e s  t o  t h e  d e v a s t a t i o n  wreaked on Maori 



c u l t u r e  by co lon ia l i sm.  A wh i t e  boy becomes t h e  

embodiment of  a l 1  t h i n g s  Pakeha, and consequent ly  a  

whipping boy a s  w e l l .  Hulme is c r i t i c a l  of  European 

i n f l u e n c e  i n  New Zealand, b u t  is not  concerned w i t h  

r e v i s i n g  he r  unders tanding  o f  "Pakeha." Indeed, h e r  

e f f o r t  t o  r e v i v i f y  Maori c u l t u r e  relies on a  Pakeha 

r e f e r e n t .  She e x p l o i t s  the Manicheanism of c o l o n i a l  

d i s c o u r s e  i n  o r d s r  t o  c e l e b r a t e  t h e  o t h e r  (Maori)  and 

c a s t i g a t e  t h e  e r s t w h i l e  c o l o n i s t .  The c o l o n i a l  b i n a r y  

t h a t  p re se rves  c a t e g o r i e s  of s e l f / o t h e r  o r  Pakeha/Maori 

works w e l l  f o r  he r  purposes;  s h e  i n v e r t s  i t  s o  t h a t  

Pakeha i s  a b j e c t e d ,  o t h e r e d  and l i t e r a l l y  c rushed  by 

Maoriness. 

Ondaa t j e ' s  1992 The E n q l i s h  Pa tient s u g g e s t s  t h a t  

t h e  c o l o n i a l  b ina ry  relies on s t e r e o t y p i c a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  

of whi teness ,  and of t h e  white  Engl ish c o l o n i s t  i n  

p a r t i c u l a r .  Where Hulrne uses Simon t o  r e p r e s e n t  a  f i x e d  

c o l o n i a l  whi teness ,  Ondaat je  sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  f i x i t y  o f  

t h i s  whi teness  requires consensus:  c o l o n i a l / E n g l i s h  

whi teness  becomes a s t e r e o t y p e  because people  a g r e e  on 

what it comprises.  Ondaa t je  imp l i e s  t h a t  t h e  c o l o n i a l  

s t e r e o t y p e  is one t h a t  England 's  o t h e r s  were t a u g h t  t o  

unders tand  a s  e r u d i t i o n ,  a  c e r t a i n  kind o f  a c c e n t ,  a  

c e r t a i n  kind o f  p e r s o n a l i t y  and a  p r e d i l e c t i o n  f o r  

coun t ry  gardens.  The p a t i e n t  becomes whi te  because Hana, 



Kip and Almàsy s h a r e  an unders tanding  of  Engl i shness .  

Despi te  burned and blackened s k i n ,  t h e  Hungarian p a t i e n t  

can f a sh ion  himself  as a  whi te  Englishman. Ondaat je  

s u g g e s t s  t h a t  s t e r e o t y p e s  can  be s t r a t e g i c a l l y  employed 

by t h o s e  who a r e  n o t  Engl i sh  i n  o r d e r  t h a t  t hey  can  e n j o y  

t h e  p r i v i l e g e s  wi th  which Engl i shness  is a s s o c i a t e d ,  and 

"Engl ishness"  is t h u s  t r a n s f e r a b l e .  Where Hulme is  

concerned wi th  re-framing Maoriness i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  

Pakeha, Ondaat je  i s  concerned wi th  r evea l ing  t h e  a r t i f i c e  

of t h e  frame t h a t  i s  Engl i sh  c o l o n i a l  whi teness .  

I n  h i s  1993 Remmbering Babylon, Malouf e x p l o r e s  t h e  

d i s j u n c t i o n s  i n  t h e  s t e r e o t y p e  of c o l o n i a l  whi teness ,  

r e v e a l i n g  t h a t  n ine t een th -cen tu ry  white  settlers i n  

A u s t r a l i a  were a lmos t  a s  f a r  £rom t h e  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  

B r i t i s h  c o l o n i s t  a s  t h e  Aborigines .  Gemrny is a  "b l ack  

whi te  man," b u t  h i s  b l ackness  has  less t o  do wi th  t h e  

comrningling of self and o t h e r  t h a n  wi th  t h e  r e v e l a t i o n  o f  

o the rnes s ,  o r  b lackness ,  a t  t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e  whi te  

c o l o n i a l  s t e r e o t y p e .  Malouf 's  novel  is, i n  some ways, a 

c o u n t e r p a r t  t o  Ondaa t j e ' s :  Ondaa t je  n o t i c e s  how 

Engl i shness  is c o n s t r u c t e d  by t h o s e  who a r e  n o t  Engl i sh ;  

Malouf how B r i t i s h n e s s  is c o n s t r u c t e d  by t h o s e  

n ine teen th-century  settlers who are on ly  marg ina l ly  

B r i t i s h  ( t h e  Sco t s  and  t h e  impoverished f a r  from t h e  

i m p e r i a l  c e n t r e ) .  Both Malouf and Ondaat je  draw 



attention to the construction and maintenance of the 

white British colonial stereotype. Ondaatje does so in 

order to reveal how individuals can rely on the 

stereotype as a lodestar, or even, as in the case of the 

"English" patient, a disguise. Malouf does so in order 

to show what (and who) is omitted in the stereotype's 

construction. 

Carey's 1994 The Unusual L i f s  of T r i s t a n  Smith 

considers whiteness and colonial stereotypes in a 

speculative context. Like Ondaatje, Carey explores the 

possibility of disguise; Efican Tristan becomes a 

Voorstandish god. Unlike Ondaatje, Carey suggests the 

extent to which the disguise makes Tristan il1 or, 

remarkably literally, like the Kristevan abject. Carey 

does not consider an explicitly British colonialism, 

although vestiges of it are evident. He suggests instead 

how neo-colonial cultural and economic influence create 

stereotypes in which certain kinds of whiteness are 

privileged over others. Carey implies that familiar 

Manichean binaries are a t  work, for in his novel self and 

other persist. However, he suggests that colonialism's 

racial differentiations are supplemented by neo- 

colonialism's predication of difference on class and 

culture. 



The f o u r  s t a g e s  of  my " p o s t c o l o n i a l "  read ing  of 

whi teness  ( p r o g r e s s i n g  from Hulme t o  Carey,  and 

cons ide r ing  p o s t c o l o n i a l  reworkings of c o l o n i a l  

s t e r e o t y p e s )  a r e  supplemented by my a p p l i c a t i o n  of 

whi teness  t h e o r y  t o  t h e s e  fou r  t e x t s .  There i s  an 

i n c r e a s i n g  t h e o r e t i c a l  complexity (whether o r  no t  t h e s e  

a u t h o r s  were consc ious ly  engaging wi th  t h e o r i e s  of 

whi teness )  a longs ide  t h e  evolv ing  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of  

whi teness  i n  t h e  works by Hulme, Ondaat je ,  Malouf and 

Carey. Appropr ia te ly ,  Hulme's p o s t c o l o n i a l  a l l e g o r y  

c o n s i d e r s  whi teness  a t  i t s  most syrnbolic. I t  is 

a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  v io l ence  (and t h i s  v io l ence  is an 

a l l u s i o n  t o  t h e  v io l ence  of c o l o n i a l  h i s t o r y ) .  Ondaat je  

compl ica tes  t h e  symbolism of  epidermal  whi teness  by 

making h i s  p a t i e n t  b l ack  and y e t  framing him a s  i f  he i s  

white .  Malouf compl ica tes  t h i n g s  s t i l l  f u r t h e r  by 

i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  c e r t a i n  kinds of  whi teness  can be 

perce ived  a s  i f  b l ack  o r  o t h e r .  And Carey goes f u r t h e r  

s t i l l  by sugges t ing  t h e  r o l e  o f  c u l t u r e  and economics i n  

t h e  p e r c e p t i o n  of  whi teness .  I n  Hulme's ca se ,  whi teness  

i s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  de f ined  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  Maoriness. The 

complexi ty  o f  t h e  o t h e r  t h r e e  nove ls  a r i s e s  a s  t h e  

c o l o n i a l  Manichean b i n a r y  g i v e s  way t o  t h e  kinds of  

c o n s t e l l a t i o n s  o f  d i f f e r e n c e  examined i n  contemporary 

whi teness  theory .  



Hulrne, Ondaatje, Malouf and Carey develop fictional 

renderings of whiteness which make it as visible as Ross 

Chambers and Richard Dyer would like it to become in 

order that it loses the secure and insidious authority 

afforded by its putative normativity, In these fictional 

representations, whiteness becomes rernarkable and 

peculiar; we begin to question it. Ondaatje and Malouf 

both suggest that whiteness has more to do with who 

defines it than with inherent qualities. In this rtspect 

their work echoes the ideas expressed in Sander Gilrnan's 

and Dyer's descriptions of the flexibility of whiteness. 

Malouf and Carey both write about what is left out of 

whiteness. Just as Annalee Newitz and Matthew Wray 

discuss "white trash" as the white other, so Malouf and 

Carey discuss how whiteness can create its own others 

within. 

In each of these four novels, however, there is also 

a contradiction. Applying theoretical considerations of 

whiteness to these works by Hulme, Ondaatje, Carey and 

Malouf's work rnakes it seem like the four fictions are 

consistently critical of whiteness. Tt seerns, in the 

combined postcolonial/whiteness theory reading that 1 

have undertaken in rny dissertation, that each author 

challenges whiteness because of its colonial past and 

seeks to present a rnodified postcolonial whiteness which 



is self-consciously unsettled. However, in each novel, 

whiteness is also covertly reaffirmed in images drawn 

from Christian mythology. Simon, the English patient, 

Gernrny and Tristan are (to borrow from Bill Condon's 1998 

film) both gods and monsters. Their physical appearances 

make them shocking. They are bruised, broken, burned, 

maimed and deformed. They are also explicitly Christ- 

li ke . 
The introductory descriptions of Simon, the patient, 

Gernmy and Tristan are remarkably similar; each alludes to 

Christianity. Hulme describes Simon: "standing stiff and 

straight like some weird saint in a stained gold window, 

is a child. A thin, shockheaded person, haloed in hair, 

shrouded in the dying sunlight" (16). The boy is like a 

saint, "haloed" and "shrouded." The image is reminiscent 

of a stained-glass window depicting not just any saint, 

but Christ and his crucifixion (the juxtaposition of halo 

and death-shroud reinforce this). Similarly, Ondaatje's 

Hana washes the patient and observes that he has the 

"'[h]ipbones of Christ [. . . ]  He is her despairing 

saint" (3). She describes how "[slhe loves the hollow 

below the lowest rib, its cliff of skin" (4) . He looks 

to her like the gaunt figure of Christ on the cross: 

in j ured and immobile. In R m m b e r i n g  Babylon, Gemmy 

appears to the children like a crucified Christ that has 



climbed o f f  t h e  c r o s s :  " [ i ] t  was a  scarecrow t h a t  had 

somehow caught  t h e  s p a r k  o f  l i f e ,  g o t  down from i ts  pole ,  

and now, i n  a raggedy, rough-headed way, was s tumbling 

over  t h e  b l a z i n g  ear th"  ( 3 ) .  A s  Gemmy approaches,  

Lachlan d e s c r i b e s  h i s  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  back i n t o  a  C h r i s t -  

f i g u r e  suspended by o u t s t r e t c h e d  arms: Gernrny gave "a  kind 

and l eap ing  up o n t o  t h e  t o p  r a i l  of  t h e  fence,  

, [ h i s ]  arms o u t f l u n g  a s  i f  p r epa r ing  For 

) .' I n  The Unusual L i f s  o f  Tristan Smith, Carey 

reworks t h e  C h r i s t i a n  n a t i v i t y .  T r i s t a n  is revea led  

du r ing  a product ion  of Mücbeth. The t h r e e  wise men are 

r ep laced  by t h e  t h r e e  wi tches :  

of squawk, 

hung t h e r e  

The F i r s t  Witch s t o o d  o f f  ups t age  l e f t ,  i n  what was, 

t e c h n i c a l l y ,  a  weak p o s i t i o n .  Somehow s h e  used it 

t o  dominate t h e  s t a g e .  The Th i rd  and Second Witches 

leaped  and screeched ,  b u t  t h e  F i r s t  Witch was 

immobile, wrapped i n  rubbe r  [ .  . . ]  When t h e  Th i rd  

Witch went t o  s ay  h e r  l i n e  ("Thou shalt get Kings, 

though thou be none"),  The F i r s t  Witch s tepped  

a c r o s s  and s t o l e  it from h e r ,  

"Thou s h a l t  g e t  Kings," s h e  s a i d ,  and then  

r evea l ed  T r i s t a n  Smith i n  h i s  h i d i n g  p lace ,  i n s i d e  

t h e  c l o a k  a g a i n s t  h e r  sweat ing  b r e a s t -  (31)  



Al1 four novels focus on a white, yet injured, abject or 

liminal protagonist who is also a christ-figure.' 

There are various ways to respond to the incongruous 

Christian numinosity of the four protagonists. One can 

insist that the allusions mitigate, or, at the very 

least, cal1 into question, the disadvantage, liminality, 

injury and abjection these characters suffer. The 

Christian irnagery frames the four âs martyrs; it suggests 

that, despite the critiques of whiteness in each novel, 

there is a lingering conviction that whiteness is being 

punished unjustly, and that it should still be 

preeminent. The affirmation of whiteness contradicts its 

unsettling by Hulme, Ondaatje, Malouf and Carey. Hidden 

in their critiques and re-constructions of whiteness are 

remarkably conservative images that preserve whiteness as 

divine, and reinscribe its authority. Hulme, Ondaatje, 

Malouf and Carey produce rnarginalised white men whose 

concomitant characterisation as Christ-like reaffirms 

their centrality and restabilises them so that they are 

not really unsettled any longer. George Yùdice asserts 

that "the ultirnate legitimating move is the claim to 

oppression" (281). 1s the liminality of Simon, the 

patient, Gemmy and Tristan thus merely strateqic? 1s the 

"marking" of their white masculinity by wounds "a 

strategy through which [the authors of these charactersJ 



negotiate the widespread critique of [white men's] power 

and privilege" (Robinson 6)? Both Yùdice and Sally 

Robinson suggest that visible wounds are a means of 

deflecting critiques of privileged white masculinity and 

so of re-establishing the centrality and dominance of 

white men, 

But (and this approach allows for a second, less 

accusatory reading of the Christian imagery and its 

impact on representations of whiteness in these novels) 

Robinson concludes that "[tlhe wounded white man, forced 

into visibility by others, is a figure that, 

paradoxically, testifies to the power of liberationist 

movements in reshaping American identity and discourse 

and threatens to erode the gains that those movements 

achieved" (191). She suggests that representations of 

wounded white masculinity show that whiteness's authority 

and preeminence have been successfully challenged but 

that, at the same time, strategically marginalised 

figures can represent a recentralisation and re-valuing 

of whiteness. This is true of Simon, the Znglish 

patient, Gemmy and Tristan: they illustrate the 

successful unsettling of whiteness and yet they are also 

martyred figures who ernbody the re-centralisation of 

whiteness's authority. Their liminality is a useful step 



towards destabilisinq whitenessls authority desplt? the 

recidivism of gnostic images that reprivilege thern. 

However, p lace  cornes to bear on these characters in 

a way that it does not on the cases examined by Yùdice 

and Robinson. A third reading, then, suggests that the 

apparent martyring of these characters should be read 

differently because of settler colony contexts and 

histories. Yùdice and Robinson examine white masculinity 

in herica. Though America was a settler colony too, in 

Australia, Canada and New Zealand, whiteness has a 

slightly different legacy, principally because these 

countries have not been influenced by the slave trade in 

the sarne way as America. In Australia, Canada and New 

Zealand, British colonial, and later Commonwealth, 

influence has been pervasive. As 1 observe in rny 

introduction, the typical nineteenth-century British 

settler arriving in Australia, Canada or New Zealand 

resided on what Britain considered the outskirts of its 

empire. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin 

write: "the idea of cultural inferiority exceeded that of 

mere provincial gaucherie as race permeated even the 

construction of 'white' settlers" (Key Concepts 4 7 ) .  The 

white settlers were already rnarginalised by British 

perceptions of their "cultural inferiority" or 

"provincial gaucherie1'; their whiteness was already 



unsettled. To injure a whiteness that was already 

unsettled has different implications than injuring a 

whiteness that (as Yùdice and Robinson would suggest of 

American whiteness) has enjoyed privilege. 

The injuring of characters like Simon, Gemmy and 

Tristan, in conjunction with Christian allusions, martyrs 

and ennobles contemporary whitenesses that are themselves 

responses to nineteenth-century constructions of the 

marginal British settler. The numinosity of Simon, Gemmy 

and Tristan is salvific; it suggests the evolution of 

whiteness into nen self-consciously destabilised and yet 

also r~affirmed Australian, Canadian and New Zealand 

whitenesses, Thess "monsters" become different, new, 

specifically postcolonial, white "gods"; they are 

numinous precisely because they represent new kinds of 

whiteness and the possibility of whiteness's evolution 

beyond the British colonial circumscription that 

inevitably inflects even the (post)colonial. 

The patient is notably different. His own 

"Englishness" is not settler-colony whiteness. He is 

instead an image of the British/English colonist. In him 

Ondaatje shows the failacy of the ideal of whiteness 

which (settler) colonists strove to live up to and to 

recreate. The patient is the image of imperial Britain 

as perceived by two Canadians, an Indian and a Hungarian. 



His numinosity dozs reinscribe the centrality and 

normativity of the British colonial type, but Ondaatje 

shows how Hana, Kip and Almàsy are complicit in 

recentralising, reauthorising and normalising their 

understanding of the British colonist. 

One of the benefits of using American (or, as in the 

case of Dyer, British) whiteness/race theory with 

postcolonial theory is that 1 have been able to invoke 

the inevitably Manichean vocabulary of (post)colonialism 

while also suggesting new cateqories of analysis. 1 have 

been able to consider the persistence of colonial 

cateqorisations of self and other as well as to examine 

how whiteness is no longer transparent, how its 

boundaries have become elastic, how it is syrnbolically 

associated with violence and how it has begun to create 

its own others in, for instance, characterisations of the 

poor as white trash. 

Emily Apter refers to "the particularist mantras and 

truisms calcifyinq inside the rhetoric of 'difference'" 

( 5 ) -  She criticises postcolonialism for its focus on the 

colonial other and concomitant reinscription of a binary 

self/other discourse. Whiteness studies require that 

critics go beyond postcolonialism's "rhetoric of 

'difference'," for contemporary whiteness is not 



n e c e s s a r i l y  d e f i n e d  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a r a c i a l  o t h e r .  

Whiteness can d e f i n e  i t s e l f  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  outmoded 

c o l o n i a l  s t e r e o t y p e s  of whiteness as w e l l  a s  i n  r e l a t i o n  

t o  contemporary c o n s t r u c t i o n s  of w h i t e  p r i v i l e g e  o r  whi te  

guilt. Whiteness s t u d i e s  can i n t r o d u c e  a new 

contemporanei ty  t c  p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m  by sugges t ing ,  as t h i s  

d i s s e r t a t i o n  does ,  t h a t  oldex modes of a n a l y s i s  o p e r a t e  

a l o n g s i d e  newer ones .  F o s t c o l o n i a l  i n q u i r y  can t h u s  

acknowledge t h a t  contemporary r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of n a t i o n a l  

i d e n t i t y  o f t e n  parody c o l o n i a l i s m ' s  r a c i a l  and epidermal  

s e l f / o t h e r  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  w h i l e  concomi tan t ly  sugges t ing  

how t h e  boundar ies  of  t h e s e  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  are warped and 

broken by c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  of t h i n g s  l i k e  c l a s s  and 

c u l t u r e .  

A s  my f o r a y  i n t o  r e l i g i o u s  imagery sugges t s ,  t h e r e  

a r e  problems i n  t h e  combined pos t co lon ia l /wh i t enes s  

t heo ry  approach; one cannot  s imply assume t h a t  Arnerican 

whi teness  t h e o r y  w i l l  app ly  e a s i l y  t o  a non-American 

con tex t .  While, on t h e  one hand, one can  use  American 

whi teness  t h e o r y  t o  s u g g e s t  that Simon, Gemmy and T r i s t a n  

appear to be mar tyred  i n  o r d e r  t h a t  whi teness  is 

r e c e n t r a l i s e d  and r ea f f i rmed ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand one must 

acknowledge t h a t  wh i t enes s  is not  t h e  same i n  A u s t r a l i a ,  

Canada o r  New Zealand, and t h a t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between 



American or British whitenesses and whitenesses in these 

settler colonies can be substantial. 

Rulrne, Ondaatje, Malouf and Carey have not been 

credited for revealing whiteness as the site of conflict 

between colonial and contemporary understandings of 

whiteness. Their works, however, illuminate the problems 

of white identity specific to former settler colonies in 

which whiteness is in the paradoxical position of being 

privileged and marginalised by critiques of that 

privilege. Hulme treats whiteness as a foi1 for 

Maoriness, but Ondaatje, Malouf and Carey each reveal 

that whiteness is riddled with contradictions. Their 

works address the instability of whiteness, the people 

that colonial constructions of whiteness omit but which 

are white nonetheless, and the contemporary class, 

cultural and racial implications of different kinds of 

"white." The proliferation of postcoloniâl whiteness into 

whitenesses is the most significant evolution 1 chart in 

this project. 

Apter predicts that postcolonialism will learn to 

think beyond its rigid categories only by exploiting the 

world wide web: "postcolonial theory and aesthetic 

practice will 'cyberize' themselves quite soon (if they 

haven't already), pushing the envelope of the politics of 

global subjectivity as they place the diaspora on-line" 



(223). However, Apter's insistence on a critical and 

aesthetic shift to the cyber-world is unnecessarily 

extreme. To go beyond postcolonialism's current critical 

and theoretical limitations we can examine the erosion 

and evolution of catsgories that is already taking place 

in fiction like that by Hulme, Ondaatje, Malouf and 

Carey. The bruised, broken, burnt and deformed bodies of 

white men in contemporary settler fiction confound 

postcolonial reading stategies by literally exceeding 

predictable categories. They require us to consider the 

implications of ambiguity. 



David Moore's cover illustration for the 1994 Vintage 

edition of Rzmembering E d ~ y l 0 n  depicts this moment. 

Incongruously, Gemmy looks African, but his posture on 

the fence-rail is rerniniscent of a crucifix. 

A number of cr i t ics  deal with Christian allusions in 

Hulme, Ondaatje and Malouf's work. See Patrick Holland, 

Le Cam, David Roxborough, Bill Fledderus and James Tulip. 
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