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CONSIGNES AUX AUTEURS 
 

La revue El-Tawassol est une revue semestrielle à  caractère scientifique qui 

encourage toute proposition d’article original lié aux domaines des sciences 

sociales et humaines, lettres et sciences juridiques. 

 

 La revue publie des articles inédits qui ne doivent pas être proposés à une 

autre publication. 

 

Chaque article doit être précédé de deux résumés d’environ 150 mots, l’un 

dans la langue de l’article et l’autre dans l’une des deux autres langues. 

           

Toutes les propositions d’articles sont soumises à un examen à double insu. 

Les articles retenus sont publiés dans le numéro suivant. 

   

Les articles proposés doivent être rédigés et relus avec rigueur. Toute 

proposition contenant un nombre trop élevé d’imprécisions de style, de 

fautes grammaticales ou d’orthographe ne sera pas  considérée. 

 

Il est entendu qu’après acceptation de l’article les droits exclusifs de sa 

publication  sont automatiquement transférés à El-Tawassol. 

 

La revue se réserve le droit  d’exiger toutes corrections et /ou modifications 

qu’elle juge nécessaire. 

 

Les opinions exprimées dans les articles et travaux publiés dans la revue 

n’engagent que leurs auteurs. 

 

Les auteurs sont appelés à joindre à leurs articles  une page de couverture 

contenant : 

● Les noms, prénoms et qualité du ou des auteurs 

● L’adresse postale et électronique de l’auteur ou de la personne 

contact s’il y a plus d’un auteur 

● Une brève notice biographique. 

 

Bibliographie  

Les références bibliographiques citées dans le texte ne doivent comporter 

que le n° de la référence entre crochet ( ex:[8] ) . Si le nom de l’auteur 

apparaît dans le texte, il doit être suivi par le numéro de la référence. 

Lorsque la référence comporte plus de trois auteurs seul le premier est cité, 

suivi de "et col". 
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Si la référence se rapporte à un article, elle doit comporter les noms des 

auteurs suivis des initiales des prénoms, le titre du périodique, l’année de 

publication, le tome ou le volume, le numéro du périodique et les  pages 

concernés. 

Si, par contre la référence se rapporte aux ouvrages, elle doit comporter le ou 

les noms des auteurs suivis des initiales du ou des prénoms, le titre complet 

de l’ouvrage, les pages concernées, le Numéro de l’édition s’il y en à 

plusieurs, le nom et l’adresse de l’éditeur et l’année d’édition. 

Iconographie  

Les tableaux, planches, graphes, cartes et photographies doivent être fournis 

à part sur une feuille blanche de format A4 . Indiquer en dessous la mention 

correspondante (tableau, graphe, etc ...), affectée d’un numéro et suivi du 

titre et / ou le commentaire et / ou la légende. L’auteur devra indiquer aussi 

dans le texte de l’article les emplacements exacts des différentes 

illustrations. 

Caractéristiques techniques des manuscrits  

La longueur de l’article proposé ne doit pas excéder 20 pages  saisies 

sur micro-ordinateur (tableaux, graphes, cartes, photographies, 

bibliographie………… compris ) 

- Les propositions d’articles doivent être adressées à la revue en 

trois (03) exemplaires accompagnés d’une copie sous forme de 

fichiers sur CD-Rom selon les caractéristiques techniques 

suivantes :  

 Cadre de saisie: 12cmx19cm (folio compris) 

 Taille de la police de caractère: 12 points (Times New Roman) 

 Marges:  

- Gauche: 02 cm. 

- Droite:   02 cm. 

- Haut:     02 cm. 

- Bas:       03 cm. 
 

Coordonnés 

 Les propositions d’articles sont à adresser à :           
 

Revue El-Tawassol 

Direction des Publications 

Université Badji Mokhtar-Annaba 

B.P 12. Annaba 23000 

Algérie. 
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Editorial 

 
The new editorial team is proud to present EL-Tawassol 18—the 

first since it came to office.  Ensuing our calls for contributions, we 

have received an impressive number of submissions. With a new 

design and layout, the present issue comprises a wide gamut of 

articles in both English and French. Entries come from different parts 

of the world and cover three major areas: Language, literature, and 

American Studies. The articles included in this issue address themes 

which dwell on the confrontation with language learning methods, on 

the reception and interpretation of literary texts, and on the 

investigation of pertinent issues in relation to American culture, 

politics, and history. 

With regard to language, entries probe into the role of the New 

Information and Communication Technologies in the process of 

―constructing knowledge‖ through the writing and re-rewriting of 

texts by Algerian and French pupils, the reading of first drafts of 

composition as a rewarding intellectual ―adventure,‖ and the 

application of ―reflective teaching procedures‖ in the English 

language classes. 

The entries related to literature explore the role of post-colonial 

drama in the resistance to the ―enduring effects of colonialism,‖ the 

representation of ―change, otherness, and the unconscious‖ in 

Margaret Atwood’s novels, the use of community myths and legends 

in Native American fiction to ―(re)create‖ identity, the portrayal of the 

problem of the ―alienated self‖ in Arundhati Roy’s A God of Small 

Things, and ―subjectivation‖ and renewal of sense in Kateb Yacine’s 

le cadavre encerclé.  

As for American Studies, entries cover the role and impact of the 

Maghreb region in the Euro-American agenda, Franco-American 

rivalry over spheres of influence in Algeria, the Israeli-American 

collusion towards common strategic interests, the use of cultural 

productions in the teaching of American English, the violence 

inflicted by both family and society on the protagonist in Richard 

Wright’s Black Boy, and the influence of Frederick Hegel—the 

―master of idealist philosophy‖—over Frederick Douglass, the run-

away slave.  
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The thematic and authorial diversity goes with the purpose of the 

journal which–as its name indicates—interconnects and crosses 

boundaries to emerge as a forum for scholarly debate, free exchange 

of ideas, and intellectual interaction enlightened by the results of fresh 

and ongoing research. In its pages, different cultural backgrounds and 

languages both confront and complement each other.  

El-Tawassol, a refereed academic journal, publishes original 

articles in Arabic, English, and French in all areas of the humanities 

and social sciences. Interdisciplinary approaches are particularly 

encouraged. Seeking to enhance its international visibility, it 

endeavours to connect academics and researchers across disciplines 

and beyond geographical borders. The upcoming issue—El-Tawassol 

19—will be entirely devoted to the Arabic language and literature. 

Issue 20 will be multilingual and concerned with the Social Sciences. 

 

 Prof. Miloud Barkaoui 

       Editorial Board Chairman 
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Editorial 

 
Nous avons le plaisir de vous présenter le dix-huitième numéro 

d’El Tawassol dans sa nouvelle forme. Dans la continuité avec les 

accomplissements de l’ancienne équipe, la nouvelle direction de la 

rédaction a procédé à un renforcement des comités de lecture et à des 

changements de maquette et de composition graphique. Tenant 

compte de l’accélération extraordinaire dans la circulation de 

l’information,  nous avons eu recours à Internet pour une meilleure 

expansion de la revue. 

Cette revue à vocation internationale se veut largement ouverte 

aux chercheurs à travers le monde afin de mettre en commun nos 

expériences et réflexions, de renouveler nos approches de recherche, 

de moduler nos discours et d’enrichir nos réflexivités. 

Comme sa dénomination l’indique, El-Tawassol est née de la 

volonté de valoriser les échanges d’idées et se veut carrefour de 

réfractions culturelles. Dans cette perspective, elle se propose de 

promouvoir la collaboration et la participation de chercheurs et 

d’experts à travers le monde par leurs connaissances et expériences, 

contribuant ainsi à produire un pluralisme de points de vue. La revue 

concourt à l’extension d’un espace de dialogue, de confrontation et de 

perfectionnement, encourageant l’emploi de nouvelles approches 

théoriques, analytiques et pratiques. 

Dans une visée à la fois pédagogique et culturelle, les 

contributions à ce numéro s’adressent à des thématiques et 

problématiques connexes aux méthodes et approches de 

l’enseignement/ apprentissage des langues étrangères, à la réception et 

l’interprétation des textes littéraires et à l’exploration de la culture, 

politique et histoire des Etats-Unis.  

El-Tawassol est une revue scientifique à comité de lecture, qui 

publie des recherches originales et méthodiques en arabe, en français 

et en anglais dans les domaines des sciences sociales et humaines. Le 

prochain numéro—El-Tawassol 19—sera consacré entièrement à la 

langue et littérature Arabes. Le numéro 20 sera multilingue et sera 

réservé aux sciences sociales.  

 

Pr. Miloud Barkaoui 

Directeur de la Rédaction 
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Rôle des NTIC et du 

contexte dans les processus 

cognitifs de co- 

construction de 

connaissances, 

à travers l’activité 

d’écriture/réécriture٭ 
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* Labo.  LECUCRA/ 

Département de français, 

Université Badji 
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** Labo. CNRS  

Université de Paris 

France. 

 

Résumé  

 
Une série d’expérimentations en cours de réalisation, et conduits 

dans le cadre de deux projets CNRS, vise à établir les bases d’un 

travail de co-construction à distance de textes pour une 

encyclopédie virtuelle sur le thème de l’eau [1]. Notre contribution 

consiste à présenter les données d’une expérience exploratoire 

portant sur une activité d’écriture/réécriture de textes produits et 

co-écrits par des collégiens algériens et français. 

Les premières données analysées sous forme qualitative nous 

permettent d’étudier les effets de la lecture de texte(s) papier vs 

Internet, d’une part, sur l’activité de retraitement au cours de la 

relecture et de la réécriture des premiers jets en L2 et, d’autre part, 

sur les représentations des connaissances activées au cours de ces 

tâches. Elles visent à moyen terme à l’élaboration d’une didactique 

cognitive de l’apprentissage des langues, respectant le contexte 

linguistique et culturel des apprenants et favorisant la co-

construction des connaissances. 
 

Summary 
A series of experiments under development, and carried out 

within the framework of two CNRS projects, aims at establishing the 

bases of a work of remote texts co-construction for a virtual 

encyclopaedia on the topic of water [1]. Our contribution consists in 

presenting the data of an exploratory experiment relating to an 

activity of writing/ rewriting of texts written and co-written by 

Algerian and French middle school pupils. 

The first data analyzed in qualitative form, enable us to study 

effects of the text reading on paper vs Internet, on the one hand, on 
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reprocessing activity during the second reading and the rewriting of 

the first drafts in L2 and, on the other hand, on the knowledge 

representations activated during these tasks. These data aim, in the 

medium term, to the development of didactic cognitive of language 

learning, respecting the linguistic and cultural learning context and 

supporting knowledge co-construction.  
 

1. Introduction 

 

Cette recherche s’inscrit dans un projet du programme GdR/CNRS 

2657
1
 sur la révision de texte à distance et dans un projet du 

programme TCAN/CNRS
2
 sur l’effet du numérique sur les 

apprentissages locaux. Trois équipes ont participé à cette recherche : 

- l’équipe “ Contexte, langage et cognition ” (IUFM de Créteil 

et laboratoire“ Usages et cognition ”, de l’université de Paris 8 ;  

- une équipe de recherche LECUCRA (Laboratoire des Langues 

Etrangères, Civilisation Universelle, Communication et Réalité 

Algérienne), Université Badji Mokhtar d’Annaba ; 

- une équipe de l’université de Tizi Ouzou ; 

L’expérimentation conduite à Meudon et à Tizi Ouzou (1992) 

visait à étudier l’effet de la lecture de textes d’aide en langue 

maternelle (L1) sur la réécriture d’un texte en L2. 

L’expérimentation conduite à Annaba et à Noisy-le-Grand et 

présentée dans ce travail vise à étudier l’effet de la lecture en L2 dans 

deux conditions (texte papier et textes consultés sur internet) sur la 

réécriture de textes.  

 

1.1. Cadre théorique et problématique 

 

L’introduction des NTIC dans le champ des activités humaines a 

provoqué une révolution dans les échanges et la coopération entre les 

individus. L’écrit prend alors une place essentielle dans la 

communication quotidienne. Il modifie les rapports aux autres et aux 

savoirs [2] et bouleverse les rapports entre enseignants et apprenants 

[3]. Dans ce contexte, l’élève est constamment confronté à 

“ l’écriture ”, non seulement pour communiquer, mais aussi pour 

apprendre [4]. De plus, l’accès aux différentes bases de données 

informatisées dans les activités de lecture, d’écriture et de réécriture 
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modifie les stratégies de production de textes et de construction des 

connaissances. 

Dans le souci d’une communication et d’un apprentissage 

efficaces, les scientifiques étudient l’apport de ces technologies sur la 

production [5] et sur la (co)construction des connaissances. Dans ce 

contexte, la mondialisation de ces échanges et l’ouverture des 

frontières via les réseaux nécessitent de prendre en compte les 

contextes géographiques, culturels et linguistiques des individus, ce 

qui contribue à ouvrir des champs nouveaux à la recherche sur 

l’apprentissage et en particulier sur la construction des connaissances, 

par la co-écriture en contextes plurilingues et multiculturels.  

 

La production d’écrits, activité de verbalisation des 

représentations d'un domaine de connaissances activé ou construit, est 

très complexe malgré la simplicité du modèle développé dans les 

travaux de Hayes et Flower[6], [7]. Le scripteur expert d’un domaine 

peut facilement “ linéariser ” et mettre en mots ces multiples 

représentations et en parallèle, décrire le contenu projeté selon les 

règles en usage de la langue. L'apprenti scripteur au contraire, en 

surcharge cognitive permanente, active peu de connaissances et 

éprouve des difficultés à alimenter son écriture. Il focalise alors son 

attention essentiellement sur le traitement du niveau de surface de son 

texte. C’est le cas en particulier des élèves qui écrivent en langue 

étrangère [8]. La modélisation de l’activité de révision qui met en jeu 

des processus de (re)lecture et de réécriture s’appuie à la fois sur des 

travaux sur la compréhension et la production [9] ; [10] et [11]. 

Les systèmes d'assistance à la production s'inspirant de ces 

travaux consistent alors à fournir aux participants des bases de 

connaissance et des outils d'aide à la mobilisation de ces 

connaissances. L’utilisation d’Internet, par la consultation de bases de 

données, permet à l’élève de disposer de toutes les connaissances 

utiles (conceptuelles, procédurales, linguistiques) pour enrichir son 

texte sur le plan du contenu et l’améliorer sur le plan de la forme. 

La production de texte en langue étrangère et l’apport des 

systèmes d’aide font l’objet de recherches qui s’inscrivent dans 

différentes perspectives et approches méthodologiques, de plus en 

plus interdisciplinaires, selon le champ de recherche et les angles 

d’observation. Les recherches linguistiques analysent essentiellement 

les évolutions d’un texte suite aux différentes corrections, ainsi que les 
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procédés linguistiques permettant d’améliorer le texte. Les travaux des 

psychologues visent à étudier les processus cognitifs mis en œuvre 

dans les activités de relecture, de retraitement et de réécriture. Sur le 

plan de l’explication de l’activité de révision, les deux approches 

fournissent les bases d’un renouveau de la didactique. 

À partir d’un premier jet d’écriture, certains auteurs considèrent 

la révision d’un écrit comme une simple activité de correction des 

fautes de syntaxe et d’orthographe. D’autres [12] voient en cette 

activité, non pas un simple processus de lecture édition, mais la 

composante finale du processus d’écriture intégrant plusieurs niveaux 

de traitement de texte avec différents types de transformations 

(transformation, réorganisation, complément sémantique). Les auteurs 

ont mis en évidence une grande variabilité individuelle dans la 

capacité de réécriture. Tous les scripteurs en effet n’ont pas le même 

niveau de compétences linguistiques, ni de connaissances du domaine, 

ni donc le même niveau de surcharge cognitive [13] [14].  

Le but, dans ce travail interdisciplinaire exploratoire, est de 

contribuer à “ la quête d’un modèle intégrateur ” [15] et d’inscrire la 

didactique des langues dans le paradigme du co-apprentissage à 

distance dans un monde plurilingue et multiculturel [16] ; [17].  

C’est en effet dans le cadre d’un tel modèle intégrateur que  les 

recherches didactiques et les recherches cognitives sur l’écriture, la 

co-écriture et la co-construction des connaissances pourront coopérer 

efficacement et faire face à la “ révolution numérique ” [1] ; [11].  

 

1.2. Objectif de la recherche et principales hypothèses 

Il s’agit donc d’étudier l’effet de la lecture de textes d’aide dans 

deux conditions sur la réécriture d’un texte explicatif en L2 et sur la 

co-construction des connaissances, en situation multilingue et 

pluriculturelle.
3
  

Les élèves d’une classe de 4
ème

 du collège Victor Hugo de 

Noisy-le-Grand
4
 et d’une classe de 8

ème
 année du collège de La Baie 

des Corailleurs (Wilaya d’Annaba) ont produit en français un premier 

jet d’un texte explicatif sur les causes et les conséquences de la 

pollution des eaux douces. Ce premier jet a été suivi pour les élèves de 

Noisy-Le-Grand et la moitié des élèves du collège de la Baie des 

Corailleurs (G1) d’une tâche de lecture de textes scientifiques 

proposés sur une simulation d’une page Google. Un seul texte était 
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proposé sur papier à l’autre moitié de la classe du collège de la Baie 

des Corailleurs qui servait de groupe témoin (G2).  

Les élèves des 2 classes effectuaient ensuite une tâche de 

réécriture de leur propre texte (réécriture 1), puis, quelques jours plus 

tard, du texte d’un élève de l’autre pays (réécriture 2). Un 

questionnaire de connaissances initial et un questionnaire final 

encadraient les tâches d’écriture afin d’étudier l’effet de ces tâches de 

production sur la construction des connaissances. 

 

Les  hypothèses : 

 

- Hypothèse 1. L’utilisation de données textuelles informatisées 

permet à l’élève, quel que soit son niveau de langue, de produire des 

informations plus pertinentes pour améliorer son premier jet 

d’écriture, que s’il utilise un texte imprimé et proposé. 

- Hypothèse 2. Les élèves considérés comme bons en langue (ici 

le français), font des propositions d’améliorations de texte plus 

nombreuses et plus élaborées que ceux considérés comme moyens ou 

faibles. 

- Hypothèse 3. La motivation au travail d’écriture/réécriture est 

plus importante quand l’élève est confronté à la recherche 

d’informations sur Internet pour la révision de son texte ou du texte 

d’un camarade que lorsqu’on lui soumet un texte « papier » prêt pour 

cette même tâche.  

 

2. Méthode 
 

2.1 Participants 

Seize élèves algériens et seize élèves français, garçons et filles, 

âgés de 13 ans, ont participé à l’expérience. Les élèves algériens sont 

en 8
ème

 année, niveau fondamental et les élèves français en classe de 

4
ème

. Le travail à Annaba s’est effectué en classe de langue avec 

l’enseignante. Huit élèves d’Annaba (Groupe G1) lisaient le texte sur 

une simulation Google comportant 10 textes et huit élèves (Groupe 

G2) lisaient un seul texte présenté sur papier. Les élèves prenaient des 

notes qu’ils pouvaient réutiliser lors de la réécriture. 
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2.2. Procédure expérimentale 

 

1
ère

 séance 

1. Présentation de l’expérience à laquelle les élèves sont invités à 

participer... projet de recherche qui s'inscrit dans la conception et 

la mise au point d'une base de textes (encyclopédie) informatisée 

sur le thème de l’eau. 

2. Questionnaire initial : 30 minutes : 

Consigne Questionnaire Initial 

Vous allez tout d’abord répondre à un questionnaire qui a pour 

but de vous interroger sur les causes de la pollution de l’eau douce. 

Vous avez 30 minutes pour répondre le plus précisément possible : 

 

- Peux-tu citer des éléments polluants ? 

-  Peux-tu citer des activités humaines qui polluent l’eau ?  

- Y a-t-il  d’autres sources de pollution des eaux que les activités 

humaines ? lesquelles ? 

- Comment les eaux sales sont elles nettoyées ? 

- Comment l’agriculture et l’industrie polluent-elles l’eau des 

nappes phréatiques ? 

 

2
ème

 séance : Quelques jours plus tard 
1.   Discussion rapide en classe (10 minutes) sur le thème de la 

pollution de l’eau… pour activer leurs représentations initiales 

2 Tâche distractive Remplir l’en-tête de la feuille.  

Nom prénom ; âge, Classe….. École…. Date… 

3 Production d'un premier jet : 30 minutes 

Consigne : Ecriture 1 (1
er

 jet) 

Vous allez maintenant mettre par écrit vos idées et écrire un 

texte qui explique le mieux possible les différentes causes de la 

pollution des eaux douces et ses conséquences. Essayez d’être le plus 

précis possible, de façon à ce que vos lecteurs puissent bien 

comprendre tout ce qui menace la pureté de l’eau et pourquoi c’est 

important de la protéger. Vous avez 30 minutes. 

Les premiers jets sont tapés par l’expérimentateur ou sous sa 

responsabilité. Les fautes d’orthographe sont corrigées, ainsi que la 

mise en page de façon à engager l’élève dans un retraitement 

sémantique au cours de la réécriture [12]. Les premiers jets tapés sont 
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envoyés par mail à l’expérimentateur de la classe partenaire qui 

distribue les textes à réécrire sur papier. 

 

3
ème

 séance : Quelques jours plus tard 

- Lecture de textes explicatifs sur Internet pour le groupe G1 d’Annaba 

et la classe de Noisy-Le-Grand et lecture d’un texte sur papier pour les 

élèves du groupe G2 d’Annaba et prise de notes, 30 minutes 

Consigne : Lecture de texte 

Je vais vous distribuer un texte d’encyclopédie qui décrit les 

causes et les conséquences de la pollution de l’eau douce… Je vous 

demande de bien le lire, de bien le comprendre et de prendre des 

notes sur une feuille de brouillon. Car ensuite, vous aurez besoin 

d’avoir bien compris ce texte et les informations qu’il contient et que 

vous aurez notées sur votre brouillon pour poursuivre le travail.. Vous 

indiquez aussi votre nom sur la page de brouillon. Vous avez 30 

minutes 

 

4
ème

 séance : Quelques jours plus tard 
Réécriture 1. 30 minutes 

Les élèves réécrivent leur propre texte à partir de leur premier 

jet. La consigne leur demande de réécrire le premier texte pour 

l’enrichir, l’améliorer, de façon à donner le plus d’informations 

possibles pour que leurs lecteurs comprennent les causes de la 

pollution des eaux douces et ses conséquences.  

 

Consigne : Réécriture 1 

 Vous allez relire votre premier texte et le réécrire de façon à 

l’enrichir, le compléter, le rendre le plus précis et le plus détaillé 

possible de façon à rédiger ainsi un article d’encyclopédie qui 

explique les causes et les conséquences de la pollution de l’eau douce. 

Les notes que vous avez prises vous donnent d’autres idées, d’autres 

détails, d’autres causes et d’autres conséquences de la pollution des 

eaux douces. Vous avez 1/2 d’heure  

 

5
ème

 séance : Quelques jours plus tard, quand tous les textes des 

partenaires sont arrivés. 

- Réécriture 2/Révision. 30 minutes 

Les élèves révisent/ réécrivent le texte de leur partenaire 
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Consigne 

 Vous allez relire le texte d’encyclopédie écrit et proposé par un 

camarade d’une autre classe et d’un autre pays. 

Votre travail consiste à réécrire le texte de votre camarade en 

l'améliorant afin qu’il puisse constituer un texte de l’encyclopédie sur 

l’eau. 

 

6
ème

 séance : Quelques jours plus tard 

Questionnaire final : 30 minutes 

Même questionnaire que le questionnaire initial.   

 

Remarque 

 A la suite de cette expérience d’écriture et de réécriture réalisée 

conjointement et dans les mêmes conditions en Algérie et en France, 

deux autres questionnaires ont été proposés aux élèves algériens afin 

d’analyser leur rapport à la langue (FLE) et à l’outil informatique lors 

de cette expérience. Nous avons aussi interrogé leur enseignante quant 

à leur attitude face à l’utilisation des TIC dans le cadre de l’activité. 

 

3. Exposé et analyse des principaux des résultats 

  

De manière générale et conformément aux résultats antérieurs 

[12] ; [18], l’expérience montre que les élèves qui ont bénéficié de la 

lecture de textes “ ressource ” multiples (G1) puisent davantage 

d’idées, des procédures linguistiques, syntaxiques, stylistiques plus 

variées… et ainsi améliorent, plus efficacement que les élèves qui ont 

lu un seul texte,  la forme, le contenu, mais aussi la cohérence de leur 

premier jet. L’accès libre à une multitude de textes favoriserait la 

rencontre et la compatibilité de “modèles de textes” d’auteurs de la 

base de données et du “modèle du texte” de l’élève et faciliterait le 

retraitement du 1
er

 jet permettant la réécriture du texte. La réécriture 

constitue alors une trace de la restructuration du modèle mental initial 

de l’élève suite à la lecture des textes.. 

Les informations originales et pertinentes, ajoutées au cours de 

la réécriture en plus grand nombre par les élèves du groupe G1, 

peuvent être le résultat d’emprunts modifiés ou remplacés par un 

synonyme ou issues d’une information nouvelle produite par l’élève 

suite à l’activation des connaissances sur le domaine produites par la 

lecture des textes. 
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3.1. Production des premiers jets 
  Nous avons constaté l’impact produit par le questionnaire 

initial sur la réactivation des connaissances antérieures des élèves et 

donc sur leur production, notamment chez les élèves algériens qui 

avaient étudié auparavant les problèmes de pollution de 

l’environnement en cours de sciences naturelles, en arabe. Ce résultat 

met en évidence l’importance pour les apprenants de favoriser 

l’activation des connaissances du domaine construites en L1 dans la 

production en L2  [17] ; [19]. 

Nous avons observé, conformément aux attentes, davantage 

d’erreurs de grammaire, d’orthographe et de conjugaison dans 

l’ensemble des productions des élèves du collège de la Baie des 

Corailleurs qui écrivent en L2. Nous avons observé en particulier des 

confusions lexicales chez ces derniers, par exemple entre les termes 

“ tyroïde ” et “ typhoïde ”. Les réponses au questionnaire, “rapport à 

la langue ” qui leur était réservé confirme la prise de conscience de ce 

type de difficulté : 25% d’entre eux éprouvent des difficultés à 

comprendre les mots du texte et à comprendre le texte dès la première 

lecture. Par ailleurs, chez 25% des élèves, toutes origines confondues, 

nous observons une confusion thématique entre la pollution de l’eau 

douce et celle de l’eau de mer. 

Cependant, le facteur Niveau de langue en L2 sur la production a 

des effets au niveau de la surface textuelle, mais aussi au niveau du 

contenu sémantique du texte produit. Les textes des 1
er

 jets des élèves 

caractérisés par un bon niveau de langue sont plus riches 

d’informations et plus longs (20 lignes en moyenne) que ceux des 

élèves de niveau moyen (7 lignes) et de niveau faible (3 lignes). Ce 

résultat confirme notre deuxième hypothèse.  

 

3.2. Réécriture des premiers jets (réécriture 1)  
 

L’analyse des ajouts indique que tous les élèves, quels que soient 

leur origine et leur niveau de langue, ont procédé à des 

améliorations plus ou moins importantes de leur premier jet avec 

des emprunts, des reformulations et des créations. Les textes 

réécrits sont plus longs et plus élaborés que les premiers jets. 

Les élèves qui ont utilisé la simulation Internet (G1) et qui ont 

eux-mêmes sélectionné les textes d’aides semblent avoir eu le 

bénéfice que présente une banque de données informatisées [20]. Ils 
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ont produit des ajouts plus diversifiés, des idées nouvelles et plus 

originales que ceux ayant travaillé sur l’unique texte proposé (G2), 

ceci confirme  les données antérieures [12] et conforte notre première 

hypothèse. 

 

3.3. Réécriture des 1
e
 jets des partenaires (réécriture 2)  

 

Nous observons d’abord un travail de repérage des tournures de 

phrases, erreurs de langue, puis une prise de notes. Les élèves ont 

ensuite procédé à des changements, des rajouts, des modifications et 

des argumentations plus élaborées. Dans la réécriture 2, les élèves 

arrivent plus facilement à se décentrer de leur propre système de 

connaissances/croyances sous-jacent à leur premier jet et à profiter de 

la multitude des informations proposées dans la simulation Internet 

pour réécrire de façon plus efficace le texte de leur partenaire [21]. 

On observe alors davantage dans le groupe 1 que dans le groupe 

2, une évolution dans le (re)traitement du texte, voire même, parfois 

une (re)structuration du texte par la multitude des ajouts originaux 

produits. La relecture des textes des partenaires conduit le 

lecteur/scripteur à la relecture du texte original et à corriger d’abord 

ses erreurs (révision), puis à intervenir sur des problèmes de 

compréhension, avant de procéder aux modifications (ajouter, 

supprimer), et à la réorganisation du texte, c’est-à-dire à sa réécriture. 

Ces deux types d’activités de révision/réécriture ont fait l’objet de 

taxonomies diverses. Chanquoy [22] a proposé une taxonomie des 

différents types d’activités de révision. Elle distingue les révisions de 

surface des révisions profondes ou révisions sémantiques qui 

modifient le sens du texte [23]. Cependant, la révision de type 

sémantique ou réécriture est d’abord la trace d’une réorganisation des 

connaissances en mémoire [1]. 

 

4. Discussion générale 

 

Cette recherche peut être considérée comme exploratoire si l’on 

considère que les conditions expérimentales ne sont pas entièrement 

contrôlées et que l’âge des sujets, les groupes et les niveaux de 

connaissances des élèves, sur la langue 1 et sur la langue 2 ne sont pas 

complètement homogènes et ne correspondent pas aux critères des 

méthodologies expérimentales classiques. Notre but est de prendre en 
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compte les contextes locaux
5
, et d’analyser l’activité des participants 

dans les conditions et la réalité locales de ces contextes.  

Ces premiers résultats indiquent que la construction d’habiletés 

rédactionnelles en L2 nécessite d’acquérir un nouveau code graphique 

et plus précisément d’un minimum de connaissances lexicales, 

syntaxiques et discursives. En fait, elle  implique d’abord la mise en 

place et le développement des processus de planification, de mise en 

texte et de révision [24]; [25] ; [26]. Les échanges favorisés par le 

développement des nouvelles technologies contribuent à cette 

réorientation et aux implications pédagogiques qui en découlent.  

Les résultats montrent que c’est par l’échange que les élèves se 

perfectionnent. L’interaction verbale constitue une composante 

essentielle du processus d’enseignement/apprentissage de l’écrit.  Elle 

concerne non seulement les échanges entre les élèves entre eux mais 

aussi avec leur enseignant. Le feed back continu étant non seulement 

un véritable facteur de stimulation et de motivation, mais aussi un 

moyen de (co)construction des connaissances (75% des élèves 

maîtrisent l’usage de l’outil informatique). Interrogés, les élèves disent 

bien préférer le travail en groupe avec leur enseignant et un 

ordinateur, que la situation traditionnelle habituelle. 

Par cette activité “ humaine et machinique ” [27], le travail 

effectué par chacun des élèves sert aux autres et permet de développer 

par la coopération, l’esprit critique et la remise en cause des schémas 

initiaux de connaissances. 

Cette approche fait référence aux méthodes du “ think aloud ” 

(penser à voix haute), ainsi, le méta savoir devient possible et 

nécessaire au développement de nouvelles stratégies d’utilisation des 

NTIC. 

Selon Jonassen [28], les NTIC constituent des “ outils 

cognitifs ” qui vont modifier les manières de lire, d’écrire, de 

communiquer, d’apprendre et peut-être même de penser. Une des 

exigences de l’école du futur est donc d’intégrer les élèves à la société 

de technologie d’information et de connaissances ; Reste à adapter 

l’institution scolaire à une nouvelle forme de pédagogie et même à 

une nouvelle forme de pensée.  

 

 

 

 



 El-Tawassol n°18 Juin 2007 

 
 

Notes  
 
 * La méthodologie utilisée dans le cadre de cette expérience a 

fait l’objet d’une communication lors du colloque sur l’écrit : De la 

théorie aux pratiques, Nov. 2004, Dpt des Langues Etrangères, 

univ.d’Annaba  en collaboration avec I. Meknassi et B. Marin. 
 

 
1
 Projet GdR CNRS 2657 "Approche Pluridisciplinaire de la Production 

Verbale Ecrite" (Responsable,  Denis Alamargot, LaCo, Poitiers) 
 

2
 Projet PI -TCAN/CNRS (Programme interdisciplinaire : Traitement des 

Connaissances, Apprentissage et NTIC), 2004-2007, Projet Numéral, “ Numérique 

et apprentissages locaux ” (Responsable scientifique, D. Legros). 

 
3
 Cette expérience s’inscrit dans un projet du carrefour francophone de la 

cité des sciences qui vise à élaborer une encyclopédie virtuelle sur le thème de l’eau. 

 
4
 Nous remercions Madame Franzon et Madame Badji pour leur 

investissement dans le travail de passation 
 5

C’est l’objectif du projet TI TCAN Programme interdisciplinaire CNRS 

“ Traitement des connaissances, apprentissage et NTIC ” : dans lequel s’insère cette 

recherche “ Numéral ” Numérique et Apprentissages Locaux. 
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une formidable aventure 

intellectuelle 
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Résumé 

 
Partant du postulat que savoir écrire, c’est savoir réécrire 

(Ricardou), l’auteure cherche à observer les tentatives 

d’améliorations d’un texte opérées par des étudiants du 

département de français sur des brouillons produits en situation de 

classe. L’analyse de ces brouillons révèle que ces scripteurs non 

experts effectuent des modifications –principalement des 

remplacements- davantage au fil de la plume, lors de la phase dite 

d’écriture que lors de la relecture. S’appuyant sur des travaux 

conduits aux Etats-Unis et en France, l’auteure fait observer que 

les étudiants (jeunes-adultes) se comportent lors d’une activité 

rédactionnelle en langue étrangère comme de jeunes écoliers 

natifs qui rédigent dans la première langue de scolarisation. 

 

Abstract 

 
Starting with the assumption that to be able to write is to be able to 

rewrite (Ricardou), the author tries to observe text improvements 

attempted on drafts produced by students of the department of 

French in classroom situation.  The analysis of these drafts reveals 

that these unskilled writers carry out modifications – mainly 

replacements - more during the process of the phase called writing 

than during rereading.  Leaning on works conducted in the United 

States and in France, the author points out that students (young-

adults) when composing in a foreign language behave like young 

native pupils who compose in the first language of schooling.  
  

“ Et ce regard-là découvrira que l’écriture, loin de suivre 

régulièrement une progression linéaire, est tout autant traversée de 

tensions et de contradictions, de retours et de détours, d’impasses, 

de fourvoiements, turbulences, faux départs et tarissements, en 
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sorte qu’à la place d’un modèle linéaire, on songe davantage à la 

théorie des catastrophes ” 

      A. Grésillon. Eléments de critique génétique.  

  

Préambule 

Tout au long d’une expérience professionnelle de plus de trente 

années, j’ai été amenée à constater, que les étudiants de licence de 

français
1
 étaient souvent rétifs à la production d’un texte.  

 Pour comprendre les difficultés de ceux dont on ne cesse de 

répéter inlassablement qu’ils ne savent pas écrire, j’ai choisi 

d’approcher ce que Roland Barthes [1] nomme “ les mille contraintes 

intérieures ” (1984 : 45) qui empêchent d’écrire, et me suis penchée 

un peu plus à l’occasion d’une recherche doctorale [8] sur ce qui leur 

sert d’exutoire : le brouillon. 

Mes premières observations m’ont conduite à noter que 

lorsqu’ils sont appelés à produire un texte écrit en français de quelque 

type que ce soit, les étudiants (étudiants algériens inscrits en 1
ère

 année 

de licence de français langue étrangère) prennent la plume et, comme 

si tout était donné d’avance, écrivent sur le brouillon, le plus souvent 

d’un seul jet, un texte dont ils semblent se satisfaire et qu’ils recopient 

presque tel quel au propre. La plupart de leurs brouillons offrent alors 

à lire un bloc qui recouvre l’ensemble de la page, de haut en bas, de 

gauche à droite : aucune structuration préalable, aucun plan inscrit, 

seulement des phrases qui se suivent, quelques modifications. Certains 

brouillons sont réduits, eux, à leur plus simple expression : rien ou 

presque rien de ce dialogue intérieur dont parle Vygotski, tout juste 

quelques phrases juxtaposées. D’autres enfin, sont l’expression de 

faux-départs, de ratages, puis lorsque le début semble convenir, 

déroulent un texte jusqu’à sa fin. Les versions définitives, pour leur 

part, ne se différencient du brouillon que par leur “ propreté ” et par 

une attention plus grande accordée à la graphie et à la présentation.  

Ces premières observations faites, j’avais l’intuition que 

“ quelque chose se passait là ”. Voilà pourquoi j’ai choisi d’observer 

des traces écrites (brouillons) dans des conditions de production 

ordinaires en contexte scolaire. Puis, à la lumière des travaux conduits 

en critique génétique, et à la manière de C.Fabre, pionnière en France 

dans l’analyse des brouillons scolaires
2
, je me suis lancée dans cette 

formidable aventure : « démêler » des brouillons d’étudiants. 
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La critique génétique
3
 : objet et procédure 

 

Entendue comme une tentative d’élaboration d’une 

“ linguistique de la production textuelle ”
4
 [10] la nouvelle critique 

génétique
5
 considère le manuscrit comme “ l’objet scientifique 

permettant de reconstruire, matériau en main, les étapes successives 

de la genèse d’un texte et les mécanismes qui sous-tendent la 

production littéraire ”
6
 [6]. Dans cette nouvelle approche qui ouvre la 

voie à des recherches prometteuses puisqu’elle s’intéresse à tout type 

d’avant-textes et analyse avec la même attention et la même minutie 

des manuscrits d’écrivains ou des brouillons scolaires, il est permis de 

déduire les processus rédactionnels à partir des traces écrites et de 

reconstituer la dynamique de l’écriture.  

 

“ Le trait des traces, l’emplacement des variantes, les 

biffures, les becquets et les signes de renvoi sont autant 

d’indices grâce auxquels il est possible de restituer la 

chronologie interne d’une page, de simuler le flux et les 

interruptions de la production ” A.Grésillon (1988 : 109). 

 

Les recherches faites en critique génétique s’intéressent toutes 

aux différents états d’un texte. Elles cherchent à mettre à jour les 

diverses opérations qui permettent de reconstituer “ la logique ” de 

l’écriture, sachant que derrière le parcours du scripteur (changements 

et ratures), se cachent des difficultés, des conflits discursifs, des choix.  

 Pour s’aider dans leur tâche, les chercheurs, généticiens du texte 

comme on se plaît à les appeler, puisent leurs moyens dans l’arsenal 

conceptuel de la linguistique comme ils s’aident d’une classification à 

laquelle tous les manuscriptologues ont souscrit.   

Toute variante étant signifiante, Grésillon & Lebrave [7] 

distinguent variantes “ immédiates ” et “ non-immédiates ” (diffèrent 

par leur position dans l’espace graphique et le trait de plume), 

variantes d’écriture (modifications réalisées au fil de l’écriture, en 

général sur la ligne) et variantes de lecture (effectuées lors de la 

(re)lecture), variantes liées et non liées (survenue dictée ou non par 

une donnée du contexte syntaxique ou sémantique). 

Des types d’opérations sont également mis en place par les 

linguistes généticiens pour rendre compte de l’aspect dynamique de la 

production écrite. Il s’agit de l’addition ou ajout (opération par 
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laquelle le scripteur introduit un élément nouveau, place l’auteur du 

texte dans une dynamique d’épaississement, d’augmentation du 

volume écrit), du remplacement ou substitution (combine deux 

opérations puisque le scripteur supprime un élément langagier pour en 

ajouter un autre à sa place), de la biffure ou suppression (suppression 

d’un élément du texte sans remplacement) et du déplacement ou 

permutation (fait intervenir un changement dans l’ordre de deux ou 

plusieurs termes). 

 

Que disent les brouillons d’étudiants ? 

 Comme les avant-textes d’écrivains, les brouillons des étudiants 

sont des textes attestés. Ils offrent l’avantage de conserver les traces 

de l’activité rédactionnelle : ils nous parlent de leurs renoncements, de 

leurs « ratages », de leurs ajustements. Ils nous disent le cheminement 

des scripteurs, leur organisation de l’espace graphique, leurs 

difficultés. Ils nous disent le mode d’écriture et la logique de la 

réécriture. Ils constituent, selon l’expression de Grésillon, “ une 

parole intérieure extériorisée, donc observable et descriptible comme 

toute autre forme langagière susceptible d’analyse linguistique ” 

(2002 : 22) 7. 

 

1. Quelques indications sur le corpus 

 

 Les brouillons que j’ai observés sont ceux d’étudiants de deux 

groupes de première
 
 année : un groupe de 30 étudiants et un groupe 

de 28 étudiants soit un corpus constitué de 58 brouillons. Les étudiants 

ont été invités durant cette séance d’expression écrite à rédiger un 

texte dans lequel ils devaient donner leur point de vue sur le mariage 

(texte argumentatif).  

Le texte terminé, je leur ai demandé de prendre un stylo de 

couleur verte et de s’en aider lors de la relecture finale pour 

d’éventuelles modifications. C’est ce qui me permettra de faire la 

différence entre variantes d’écriture/lecture et variantes de relecture.
8
 

 

2. Nature des modifications opérées 

De nombreuses modifications (1003 au total) sont opérées dans 

les brouillons de ces étudiants (Graphique 1).  
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Graphique 1 

 

Cette première observation rappelle les résultats des travaux de 

Sommers (1980) et de Monahan (1984) qui concluent que les 

scripteurs peu experts dispersent leur attention et modifient souvent 

l’écrit dans le courant même d’une première énonciation. 

L’examen des brouillons révèle tout d’abord que le nombre de 

modifications relève de conduites idiosyncrasiques et varie d’un 

document à l’autre, puisque 15 brouillons comportent de 1 à 10 

modifications, 27 brouillons en comportent de 11 à 20 et 18 

comprennent plus de 20 modifications, la fréquence maximale étant de 

47 modifications par brouillon et la fréquence minimale étant de 1. 

C’est dire si les choses diffèrent d’un scripteur à l’autre. 

Le second enseignement est que si le nombre de modifications 

est différent d’un groupe à l’autre, on peut en revanche remarquer que 

dans les deux groupes observés, le classement par ordre décroissant 

des modifications est identique puisque, qu’il s’agisse des étudiants du 

groupe 1 ou du groupe 2, la modification la plus fréquente est sans nul 

doute “ le remplacement ” (R) soit 42% des modifications du groupe 1 

et 51% des modifications du groupe 2. Le remplacement apparaît dans 

57 manuscrits, un seul document l’ignore. Sa fréquence maximale est 

de 23. En 2
ème

 position, “ la suppression ” (S) représente 33% des 

modifications du 1
er

 groupe et 26% de celles du second. “ L’ajout ” 

(A), lui, totalise un pourcentage de 23% dans les brouillons du 

premier groupe et de 17% dans ceux du second.  

Nous ne sommes pas loin des résultats d’une étude menée par 

Sommers en 1980 auprès de 20 étudiants de langue maternelle, étude 

qui révélait que les étudiants, considérés par l’auteur de la recherche 

comme peu expérimentés, pratiquaient peu l’ajout contrairement aux 

20 adultes expérimentés observés. L’ajout et la suppression 

fonctionnent chez nos étudiants de manière très proche : la valeur 

nulle est représentée 3 fois pour chacune des deux opérations quant à 

la valeur maximale, elle est de 17 pour l’ajout et de 20 pour la 

suppression. 

Enfin, il est important de voir que “ le déplacement ” (D) ne 

concerne que 3% des modifications effectuées par les étudiants du 

premier groupe et 6% de celles effectuées par les étudiants du 

deuxième groupe. Il est l’opération la moins pratiquée puisque 32 

documents sur 58 (soit plus de la moitié) l’ignorent, le nombre de 
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déplacements maximal étant de 3, ce qui en fait l’opération la plus 

atypique. Ces résultats, si modestes soient-ils,
9
 permettent de dire que 

les scripteurs observés privilégient l’opération dite de remplacement 

(45%), au détriment de la suppression (30%), de l’ajout (21%) et du 

déplacement (4%).  

Par ailleurs, il est intéressant d’indiquer que les scripteurs 

observés par C.Fabre (jeunes enfants natifs) se sont comportés de 

manière très proche lorsqu’ils ont écrit au brouillon puisque les 

résultats globaux rapportent les pourcentages suivants: remplacements 

(45%), ajouts (30%), suppressions (22%) et déplacements (2%). Si les 

pourcentages s’inversent pour la seconde et la troisième opération, ils 

n’en restent pas moins proches.  

Sans chercher à “ forcer les résultats ”, je me demande si ces 

conclusions ne permettent pas d’asseoir l’hypothèse d’un 

fonctionnement proche voire identique entre jeunes scripteurs natifs 

d’une langue et scripteurs jeunes-adultes inexperts de langue 

étrangère.
10

  

 

3. Moment de l’écriture  

 

Je ne pourrai, à la lecture des brouillons dire si les modifications 

ont été faites à la suite de la lecture d’une phrase, d’un paragraphe ou 

du texte entier, pas plus que je ne pourrai dire quel temps a été 

consacré par les scripteurs à la relecture et à la révision. Pour le faire, 

il aurait fallu suivre on-line le processus de rédaction de ces textes. En 

revanche c’est avec plus de certitude que l’on peut distinguer les 

modifications faites lors de l’écriture du texte et celles faites après la 

rédaction, lors de la relecture finale.  

En effet, les scripteurs ayant été invités, à relire leur texte en 

s’aidant pour d’éventuelles modifications d’un stylo de couleur 

différente, il nous est permis de distinguer les variantes 

d’écriture/lecture (T 1 : 1
er

 jet) des variantes de relecture (T 2 : 

révision), sachant que lors de l’écriture il peut aussi y avoir lecture, ce 

que n’ont pas cessé de montrer tous les modèles rédactionnels 

récursifs (Hayes et Flower, 1981 ; Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987 ; 

Oriol-Boyer, 1990). L’exercice auquel nous avons soumis nos 

étudiants nous conduit à introduire une petite nuance par rapport à la 

distinction que fait Grésillon [6] entre variante d’écriture et variante 

de lecture. Pour Grésillon, une variante d’écriture est “ une unité à 
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peine écrite, (…) biffée et aussitôt remplacée à droite sur la même 

ligne ” tandis qu’une variante de lecture consiste en une “ réécriture 

placée ailleurs – dans l’interligne au dessus ou en dessous ou dans la 

marge – (…) ”.  

Ce que je tâcherai de montrer pour ma part, c’est que cette 

relecture critique  peut se faire dans le flux même de l’écriture, et 

occuper la ligne, la marge ou l’interligne, ce que j’appellerai variante 

d’écriture/lecture, comme elle peut se faire à postériori, dans un 

intervalle plus ou moins long entre l’écriture/lecture et la relecture, ce 

que je désignerai par variante de relecture.  

Il ressort de l’examen des brouillons que l’ordre d’importance 

des modifications, tous moments confondus, est identique dans un 

groupe et dans l’autre et que les modifications sont plus nombreuses 

lors de la mise en texte que lors de la révision. (Graphiques 2 et 3) 

 

                         (Graphiques 2 et 3) 

 

Ces résultats s’accordent avec ceux de Sommers (1980), 

Monahan (1984) et Fabre (1990) puisque tous ces auteurs font 

observer que les scripteurs déclarés “ non-compétents ” modifient 

l’écrit le plus souvent lors du premier jet, contrairement à ceux jugés 

compétents qui révisent massivement l'écrit une fois achevé.  

Ce qui varie d’un groupe à l’autre, c’est l’ordre d’importance 

des modifications d’un moment à l’autre de l’écriture. En effet, dans 

le groupe 1, l’ordre des variantes était le suivant : T1:  S > R > A 

> D
11

.  Il devient en T2 : A > R > S > D.  

Pour le groupe 2, les choses sont différentes : T1 : R >S > A > D et 

T2 : R > A > S >D  

Ce qui apparaît en revanche comme un comportement commun, 

c’est que, qu’il s’agisse des scripteurs du groupe 1 ou de ceux du 

groupe 2, d’un moment à l’autre du processus, les choses peuvent 

changer : en effet la proportion d’ajouts est nettement plus grande lors 

de la phase de révision que lors de la mise en texte. Si, comme le note 

Fabre (1990 : 162) “ le scripteur non compétent, qui écrit peu, 

difficilement, et ne parvient pas à relire de façon efficace, peut 

“ débloquer ” son expression écrite s’il concentre ses efforts sur 

l’ajout ”[4], on peut comprendre pourquoi lors de la phase de 

relecture, les ajouts sont plus nombreux.  
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Lors de ce que Oriol-Boyer appelle la “ rétroaction scripturale ” 

[11], le scripteur semble débarrassé des premières contraintes de 

l’écriture, et, libéré de la peur de ne pas trouver quoi dire (ce que 

confirme la tendance à l’écriture linéaire et au texte rédigé) ajoute, 

étoffe et “ crée du nouveau à partir de rien ”
12

 [4].  Les suppressions, 

elles, diminuent de façon significative lors de la relecture. Cela 

confirme que de nombreux scripteurs ont de la difficulté à revenir sur 

les choix premiers
13

, et à annuler certains éléments produits lors du 

premier jet. C’est probablement la même raison qui pousse les 

scripteurs à réduire les opérations de déplacement lors de la révision 

sachant que chaque déplacement risque de mettre à mal la cohérence 

et la cohésion du texte, que toute rature remet en cause l’ensemble de 

l’écriture [2]. On observera d’ailleurs que les rares déplacements 

pratiqués affectent le mot et non la phrase ou le paragraphe. 

 

                   Pour ne pas conclure…. 

 S’agissant du remplacement, il est dans le corpus retenu, la 

variante fondamentale puisqu’il intervient de manière prépondérante 

quelle que soit l’étape du processus rédactionnel. Il représente pour le 

groupe 1, 42 % des modifications réalisées lors de la mise en texte 

(T1) et 41 % des modifications réalisées lors de la relecture finale 

(T2). Pour le groupe 2, il est la modification la plus fréquente en T1 

(52%).
14

 et en T2 (49%). Ce résultat s’accorde avec les travaux 

disponibles qui mettent en avant que le remplacement est l’opération 

la plus pratiquée dans les écrits intermédiaires d’enfants, 

d’adolescents ou d’adultes non-experts (Sommers 1980 ; Bartlett, 

1982 ; Monahan, 1984 ; Piolat, 1986; Matsuhasi et Gordon, 1985).  

Le nombre de modifications opérées lors de la relecture 

confirme s’il était besoin, que l’écriture n’est jamais finie, qu’un texte 

n’est jamais tout à fait achevé et que chaque relecture peut entraîner 

des modifications jusqu’à ce qu’ “ à un moment donné, le scripteur 

décide (…) d’arrêter son travail.”
15

 [3] Montrer les opérations 

auxquelles les scripteurs recourent lorsqu’ils rédigent permet de se 

rendre compte de l’énorme travail sur la langue fait ou à faire, et 

retrace un “ parcours des possibles ” selon l’expression de Cl. Fabre, 

parcours que la didactique de l’écriture se doit d’accompagner si elle 

veut battre en brèche l’idée qu’écrire relève du don et faire du 

brouillon un outil didactique à part entière. 
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Notes  
 

 
1
 Le phénomène n’est certainement pas particulier pour cette 

catégorie d’étudiants puisque nombreux sont les enseignants de toutes les 

disciplines qui se plaignent des écrits de leurs étudiants. 
 2 

C. Fabre analyse des brouillons d’écoliers natifs de la langue 

française. 

 
3
 De “ genèse ”, cette expression est attestée dès 1979. Elle est 

reprise en anglais par “ genetic criticism ”. 
 4  

Oriol-Boyer, 1990 : 59 
 5 

Science jeune, et en pleine expansion depuis une vingtaine 

d’années, elle est issue de l’évolution du courant philologique. 
 6  

Grésillon, 1988 : 107 

 
7
 Grésillon prend le soin de bien distinguer cette notion de celle, plus 

ancienne, de “ parole intérieure ”, langage de la pensée. Elle précise qu’ “ à 

la différence du langage de la pensée, qui ne possède pas de forme 

langagière accessible, le manuscrit représente un corpus linguae, un 

document écrit, donc un ensemble langagier effectivement produit (…) ” 

 
8
Je précise un peu plus loin dans le texte ce que j’entends par 

variante d’écriture/lecture et variante de relecture. 

 
9
 Il est en effet difficile de tirer à partir de cette seule observation des 

conclusions généralisables à l’ensemble de nos scripteurs. Il n’empêche que 

ces résultats sont des éléments indicateurs d’un fonctionnement et sont donc 

susceptibles d’être intéressants lors de comparaisons. 
 10

 C’est cette hypothèse que je me propose de vérifier dans le cadre 

d’un projet CNEPRU intitulé « Etude comparative des processus 

rédactionnels en langues étrangères et maternelle ».  
 11

 Chaque variante est désignée par son initiale : R : remplacement, 

S : suppression, A : ajout et  D déplacement. 
 12

  Fabre, 1990 : 160 
 13 

Ce que les résultats d’un questionnaire administré aux étudiants 

avaient déjà révélé.  
 14 

Ces pourcentages sont calculés sur l’ensemble des modifications 

opérées en T1 puis en T2. 
 15

 Bourgain, 1994 :73. 
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Graphique 1 
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Graphique 2 

 

Répartition des modifications selon le 
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Graphique 3 

 

Répartition des modifications selon le 
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         Abstract 

 
The purpose of the present paper is to explore how English 

language teachers can become “reflective teachers” by 

investigating what they do in the classroom and improve their 

teaching accordingly. In this way, they are able to produce first 

hand research findings which are more related to the context in 

which they teach instead of being consumers of others’ research 

findings which do not suit their method of teaching and their 

students’ needs. In order to show the significance of reflecting on 

the process of teaching and learning, the author of the paper also 

conducted a study using a small sample of college students. The 

results of the study showed that the data obtained from the 

questionnaires completed by students and their teachers are in 

some aspects different and they are worthy of attention.   

 

   

 ملخص 

 

إن ىدف ىذه الدراسة ىو تشجيع أساتذة المغة االنجميزية ليصبحوا أساتذة مفكرين بالبحث 
بيذه الطريقة بإمكانيم المساىمة بنتائج  .فيما يقومون بو في القسم  لتحسين أدائيم؛

أبحاث أصمية تكون أكثر تالؤما مع السياق الذي يدرسون فيو بدال من أن يكونوا مجرد 
ائج أبحاث غيرىم التي ال تتوافق مع طريقتيم في التدريس و إحتياجات مستيمكين لنت

طمبتيم و بيدف إبراز أىمية التفكير في عممية التعميم والتعمم القائم عمى ىذا البحث، 
عينة صغيرة من تالميذ المستوى المتوسط و قد أوضحت نتائج الدراسة أن  قمنا بدراسة

مممؤة من طرف التالميذ وأساتذتيم الاإلستمارات البيانات/المعطيات المحصل عمييا من 
    .جوانب متعددة ومن ثم تستحق االىتمام  تختمف من
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Introduction 

 

 Reflective teaching has become one of the prominent models 

in teacher education in general and in foreign and second language 

teacher education in particular.  Lockhart refers to Freeman, Lange, 

Pennington and Richards as teacher educators in the field of second or 

foreign language teaching who have recently ―distinguished between 

teacher education as training and teacher education as development.‖   

According to Lockhart, training is supposed to refer to special skills 

and knowledge which are essential for teachers to acquire in order to 

teach in a way that is satisfactory.  From the training viewpoint, there 

are some specific techniques which can help teachers with effective 

teaching.  Furthermore, ―one can bestow these skills on current and 

prospective teachers through a teacher preparation program‖ (43).  It 

is a ―prescriptive‖ approach to teacher education which asks the 

educator to intervene directly in the process of teacher training.   

 The other approach to teacher education which is not 

prescriptive is teacher development. The emphasis of this 

developmental approach is on ―the complexities of the classroom and 

of teaching.  It sees teacher education as an on-going process, through 

which teachers can explore, define and clarify their own teaching 

practice.  Its goal is to develop the attitudes and expand the awareness 

of teachers or prospective teachers.‖ So, the developmental approach 

is non-prescriptive and it changes the role of the educator from an 

intervener to a ―facilitator and [a] consultant‖ (Lockhart 43). 

 Reflection, self-monitoring and action research are three 

different processes that the proponents of developmental approach 

suggest to prospective and current teachers to follow in order to 

―generate change through increasing or shifting awareness‖ (Freeman, 

qtd. in Lockhart 43). As the focus of the present study is on the first 

suggested process, that is reflection, the discussion continues 

elaborating on the terms: reflection, reflective thinking and reflective 

teaching. 

 

Reflection, Reflective Thinking and Reflective Teaching     
 

There are two phases of reflective thinking that teachers follow in the 

process of reflection.  As Dewey mentions in How We Think, the first 

phase includes ―a state of doubt, hesitation, perplexity, mental 
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difficulty, in which thinking originates‖ and the second phase involves 

―an act of searching, hunting, inquiring, to find material that will 

resolve the doubt, settle and dispose of the perplexity‖ (12). Teachers 

sometimes face a puzzling situation regarding the subject that they 

teach, but they have some suggestions out of their experience to cope 

with the problem.  In these cases, their thinking is not necessarily 

reflective because they are not ―critical‖ enough about the solutions 

which come to their minds. Teachers may hastily conclude without 

considering the context in which the perplexity occurs. Being 

impatient or passive, some teachers may choose the first given 

solution. ―One can think reflectively only when one is willing to 

endure suspense and to undergo the trouble of searching.‖  Many 

people avoid being doubtful in ―judgment and intellectual search‖ and 

try to end it up when they are still involved.  In addition, some may 

think that the situation in which they are uncertain about something 

and they can not judge at once is a sign of their ―mental inferiority‖.  

Elaborating on the difference between reflective thought and bad 

thinking, Dewey concludes, ―to be genuinely thoughtful, we must be 

willing to sustain and protect that state of doubt which is the stimulus 

to thorough inquiry, so as not to accept an idea or make positive 

assertion of a belief until justifying reasons have been found‖ (16).   

 To optimize the teaching and learning of a language in 

EFL/ESL contexts, it may be useful to embrace the concept of the 

teacher as a learner and a professional. Rose believes that, ―every 

teacher has a professional responsibility to be reflective and evaluative 

about their practice. As a result of this reflection teachers will be able 

to identify how to improve their professional activity in order to 

improve the quality of pupils' learning.‖ She states that reflection 

enables teachers to observe what is going on around the class.   It 

persuades teachers to apply their thoughts and ―promote changes in 

pupils' learning behavior.‖ The other area in which Rose considers 

reflection as an important factor is cooperation or collaboration among 

teachers.  She believes that, ―reflective partnerships between teachers 

are particularly effective. Peer mentoring partnerships will support 

individual teachers in reflecting on and describing their practice.  As a 

result of these focused discussions a teacher is able to better 

understand practice and be able to take steps to improve practice‖ (1).  
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When teachers face problems in the process of teaching, they pose 

many questions to which they can not find answers. They mention that 

many ―conventional approaches in teacher development rarely help 

them find answers which will give them practical help with their 

problems‖ (Richards and Lockhart 2). Even the courses that they pass 

or workshops that they participate in as student teachers do not have 

that long term effect to help them with their teaching problems. 

 Richards and Lockhart believe that teachers should ―look objectively 

at teaching and observe critically‖ on what they find out. In this way, 

they will be able to examine their beliefs about teaching, and the 

efficiency of their activities around the class.  They will also have ―a 

better understanding of teaching and learning processes‖ (2).  They 

will monitor and evaluate their own teaching which leads them to 

develop professionally. 

Graves is another educator who is in favor of reflective 

teaching.  She believes that ―reflection is one of the most powerful 

tools teachers can use to explore, understand and redirect their 

practice.  Reflection is about learning to see and to understand what is 

seen.  It is not simply being able to identify problems and frame 

solutions, although both are crucial.‖ According to her, there are two 

potential pitfalls which teachers should be aware of when they observe 

their own teaching reflectively.  The first potential danger is to follow 

reflective process but not to take any action based on the obtained data 

―—to hold up a mirror, acknowledge what is there and how one feels 

about it, but go no further‖ (Stanley, qtd. in Graves). The second 

possible danger is to merely consider reflection as a process through 

which an observed problem is solved.  While it can be a part of 

reflective process, the main goal is to find the underlying reasons 

which have caused the observed problem.  ―When teachers are able to 

explore the root issues and beliefs, a shift occurs in their 

understanding and a wider range of effective, intelligent actions 

becomes possible‖ (20).  

 There are different definitions for reflection and reflective 

thought.  Farrell cites Pennington’s definition for reflective teaching 

as ―deliberating on experience and that of mirroring experience.‖ In 

addition, in an interview with Farrell, Richards refers to critical 

thinking as ―an activity or process in which experience is recalled, 

considered and evaluated, usually in relation to a broader purpose.‖ 

Richards also considers critical reflection as a reaction to a previous 
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incident which ―involves conscious recall and examination of the 

experience as a basis for evaluation and decision-making and as a 

source for planning and action‖ (10).   

To differentiate between reflective action and routine action, 

Zeichner and Liston state that ―reflective action entails the active, 

persistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of 

knowledge. [While,] routine action is guided primarily by tradition, 

external authority and circumstances‖ (qtd. in Farrell 10). 

Elaborating on compatibility of reflective teaching and 

academic skills instruction, Pickett states that ―reflection compels 

teachers to look at the reasons and theories behind their practices and 

forces them to examine factors such as beliefs and assumptions about 

learning, students’ needs and the teachers’ relationship with the larger 

community‖ (5). While Pickett accepts that reflection is only one of   

students’ needs which should be included in academic skills 

instruction, she emphasizes on its inclusion because she believes that 

―it is especially important here because students are developing skills 

that they will need to use throughout their lifetime‖ (6).          

 

Reflective Teaching Procedure 

 

    According to Richards and Lockhart, when teachers are 

involved in the process of teaching, some events may occur and which 

they can use to have a better understanding of their teaching.  

Sometimes they take these events for granted, and they fail to reflect 

on them; in fact, the events that occur around the classroom can 

provide the teachers with ―the basis for critical reflection‖. Richards 

and Lockhart suggest some procedures that can be used by teachers to 

investigate classroom teaching. Some of the proposed procedures are 

as follows: teacher diary, peer observation, recording lessons, and 

students’ feedback. 

 

 Teacher diary: The teacher writes about what has happened in the 

class after each lesson.  S/he can note his/ her reactions and feelings 

and the observed behavior on the part of students.  It can be done by 

answering some general questions that form a teaching diary (Tice 2). 

 Peer observation:  In this procedure that Murphy labels it as ―Peer 

Collaborations‖ (503), the teacher asks a colleague to attend his/her 
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class and collect information about the lesson.  It can be done through 

note taking or ―a simple observation task‖ (Tice 2). 

 Recording lessons:  Video or audio recording of lessons is 

considered a suitable tool for obtaining data about reflective teaching.  

Tice believes that ―you may do things in class you are not aware of or 

there may be things happening in the class as the teacher you do not 

normally see‖ (2).  Recording of lessons can be useful in showing the 

teachers different aspects of their behavior. 

 Students’ feedback: That is a tool used for finding out the 

learners’ opinions and perceptions about the teaching process, and 

teachers’ efforts that ―can add a different and valuable perspective‖ 

(Tice 3).  The data can be obtained through questionnaires.  

 

The Study 

 

 Richards and Lockhart define reflective teaching as an 

approach to second language (L2) classroom instruction in which 

current and prospective teachers ―collect data about teaching, examine 

their attitudes, beliefs, assumptions and teaching practices, and use the 

information obtained as a basis for critical reflection‖ about their 

efforts in language courses (1).  Regarding different topics that can be 

explored by reflective teaching, the focus of the present study is on 

comparing and contrasting the data obtained from the questionnaires 

administered to college teachers and their students.  The questionnaire 

consists of items related to the level of difficulty and appropriateness 

of the material and some aspects of the teaching process like: the 

quantity of the material taught in a session, the allotted time given to 

each activity, the application of error correction techniques, and the 

creation of a stimulating learning environment.   

  

Procedure 

In order to investigate the above-mentioned areas of interest, 

the researcher went through the following steps: 

First, the researcher designed a questionnaire for obtaining 

data related to teaching process and the suitability of the assigned 

material.  The items of the questionnaire are based on the suggestions 

made by experts like: Richards and Lockhart in Reflective Teaching in 

Second Language Classrooms; Hillier in Reflective Teaching in 
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Further and Adult Education; and Tice in Reflective Teaching: 

Exploring our own classroom Practice.       

Second, in order to pre-test the designed questionnaire, it was 

administered to a small sample of students.  Furthermore, some 

experts in the field of English language teaching were asked to give 

their feedback on the questionnaire.  Based on these two sources, the 

weak or ambiguous questions were modified or totally removed from 

the body of the questionnaire.   

Third, two classes were chosen randomly from all English 

classes which were held in Government College for Girls (GCG), 

Chandigarh.  The subjects were students of BA Third Year taking 

compulsory English course. The research sample comprised 98 girls 

assigned to two classes which were taught by a male and a female 

teacher, and the assigned material was ―The Merchant of Venice‖. 

Fourth, in a single session, the questionnaires were 

administered to the research subjects. In other words, when the teacher 

finished with the lesson, the students were asked to give feedback on 

the teaching process by completing their questionnaires. The teacher 

was the last subject who was asked to reflect on his or her teaching by 

completing the questionnaire.   

Fifth, as the research was practical, and the researcher’s 

purpose was to address as many as English language teachers with 

different backgrounds to benefit from the findings of the study, no 

statistical formula was used in the process of data analysis.  So, 

comparing the frequency of the responses to different items provided 

by the teachers and students was the basis of the researcher judgment.  

 

Findings and Discussion  

 In the following two tables, the data obtained from the 

questionnaires completed by students and teachers have been 

presented.  Although the original questionnaire contained more items 

than the eleven items presented here, the researcher decided to discuss 

those items which were more related to the scope of the present study.  

The selected items from the students’ questionnaire are as follows:  

1 The lesson connected to what I already knew. 

2 The lesson was easy for the class. 

3 The presented information was enough for us. 

4 I learned something that I really needed to know. 

5 I had the vocabulary I needed to do the task.  
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6 The teacher did not teach too much.  I had a chance to 

       practise. 

7 The teacher was successful in teaching the lesson. 

8 The textbook (material) was appropriate and relevant to the   

program objectives. 

9 The time given to each activity was enough. 

10 The teacher used different error correction techniques. 

11 The teacher provided an exciting learning environment. 

 

Table 1.  Data Obtained from the Students’ Questionnaires 

 Completely 

Agree 

 

Agree 

Have 

No Idea 

 

Disagree 

Completely 

Disagree 

Item 1 16 43 16 16 7 

Item 2 22 36 27 10 3 

Item 3 31 40 7 11 9 

Item 4 48 37 9 1 3 

Item 5 15 49 20 9 5 

Item 6 17 37 10 29 5 

Item 7 61 23 10 4 0 

Item 8 19 39 19 16 5 

Item 9 27 41 12 12 6 

Item 10 25 39 26 4 4 

Item 11 35 41 11 7 4 

 

Table 2.  Data Obtained from the Teachers’ Questionnaires 

 Completely 

Agree 

 

Agree 

Have 

No 

Idea 

 

Disagree 

Completely 

Disagree 

Item 1 2 0 0 0 0 

Item 2 1 1 0 0 0 

Item 3 2 0 0 0 0 

Item 4 2 0 0 0 0 

Item 5 1 1 0 0 0 

Item 6 0 2 0 0 0 

Item 7 0 2 0 0 0 

Item 8 0 1 0 1 0 

Item 9 0 0 0 2 0 

Item 10 0 0 1 1 0 

Item 11 0 2 0 0 0 
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  The responses to item one show that both teachers completely 

agreed to the idea that ―the lesson connected to what students already 

knew.‖ While this idea was accepted by 60% of students, 24% of 

students either disagree or completely disagree to the suggested idea.  

The reflective teachers can consider the implication of the given 

finding and think of some warm-up activities to involve those students 

who feel a gap between their background knowledge and the new 

material.  

 The responses to item two represent a trivial disagreement 

between the two teachers; one of them completely agreed and the 

other one just agreed that ―the lesson was easy for the class.‖  Here 

again 59% of students agreed to the idea, while 28% of students 

preferred to ―have no idea‖ and only 13 out of 98 (13%) students 

disagreed with the proposed idea.  The results imply that 41% of 

students did not agree with the idea and probably had some problems 

in retaining the subject. 

 The idea suggested in item 3 was completely agreed upon by 

both teachers. Seventy three (74%) students either completely agreed 

or just agreed with this idea that ―the presented information was 

enough for them. While it shows that the two teachers had a good 

planning for the quantity of presented material, it is worth reflecting 

on the problems of those students (20%) who felt that the presented 

information was not enough.   

 Item 4 focuses on students’ needs and both teachers 

completely agreed that the presented materials were what students 

really needed.  Eighty seven percent of the students also accepted that 

they had learned something that they really needed. Less than five 

percent of students, which is negligible, disagreed with the idea. In 

these cases, the obtained data can ensure the reflective teacher that 

what s/he teaches satisfies the students’ needs.   

 Item 5 also concentrates on the students’ background 

knowledge, ―the vocabulary needed for doing the tasks‖. One of the 

teachers completely agreed that students knew the vocabulary, and the 

other one just agreed with the idea. On the other hand, as table 1 

shows,64 students (65%) accepted the idea, 20 students (20%) 

remained undecided, 14 students (14%) did not accept that they had 

the prerequisite knowledge for doing the tasks.  Once again, the 

implication of the finding is that some of the students need warm-up 

activities to get familiar with the new words presented in the lesson. 
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 Item 6 discusses the quantity of the presented material and a 

chance for students to practice in the class.  Both teachers agreed that 

―they did not teach too much and students had a chance to practice.‖  

Fifty five percent of the students had the same idea, but 32% of the 

students felt that they did not have a chance to practice the presented 

material.  This feedback is valuable for the teachers to plan in such a 

way that more time is given to students’ practice.   

 Item 7 focuses on the degree that ―teachers were successful in 

teaching the lesson.‖ Both teachers agreed on their success. Eighty six 

percent of the students completely agreed or just agreed qs to the 

teachers’ success, and only 4 %, which is negligible, disagreed.  

Students’ feedback on teachers’ capability of teaching is always 

worthy of reflecting.      

 The suitability of the textbook is stated in item 8, and the 

responses show that teachers exceptionally did not agree on the 

comment that ―the textbook was appropriate and relevant to the 

program objectives.‖ While one teacher considered the textbook 

appropriate, the other one believed that it was not suitable and related 

to the program objectives.  According to table two, 59% of the 

students were in favor and 21% were against the proposed comment.  

In these cases, the problem can be discussed in a reflective group 

including all those who teach the same subject.  

 The responses to item 9 show that both teachers disagreed that 

―they had enough time needed for each activity.‖  On the contrary, 

70% of the students believed that the allotted time was enough and 

only 18% of the students noted that there was a lack of time for doing 

the activities.  This controversy needs further investigation in order to 

find the reasons of disagreement. 

 Item 10 discusses the use of error correction techniques by the 

teachers.  One teacher had no idea, and the other one accepted that 

s/he did not use error correction techniques.  Meanwhile, 66% of 

students agreed that their teachers used different correction 

techniques, and only 8% of students disagreed with the comment.  The 

implication may be that while the best sources for obtaining these 

kinds of data are teachers themselves, students tend to be somehow in 

favor of their teachers by agreeing to the comments.  On the other 

hand, 27% of students remained undecided which may imply that they 

were not very clear on what the sentence meant.  
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 Item 11 states that ―the teacher provided an exciting learning 

environment.‖ The responses to this item show that both teachers 

agreed with the comment.  Seventy six out of 98 (78%) students either 

completely agreed or just agreed that their teachers provided an 

exiting learning environment, and 11 out of 98 students (11%) 

disagreed to the comment.  The high degree of students’ agreement 

with the comment gives teachers the feedback that they have been 

successful in providing an exciting learning environment. 

 

Conclusion 

Teachers should apply reflective techniques in the scope of the class 

and beyond it.   In this way, they will be able to deal with the teaching 

and learning problems that they encounter in the class.  Reflective 

teachers can also be effective in reviewing instructional goals, 

modifying teaching methods and materials and developing an 

appropriate curriculum based on the students’ needs.  In Reflection as 

the Foundation for E-Portfolios, Levin and Camp state that ―without 

the disposition to reflect on performance, teachers are less likely to 

improve their practice or to be able to see the links between theory 

and practice.‖  Although, they quote LaBoskey whose research shows 

that only 20% of teachers are naturally reflective, they believe that all 

prospective teachers should be taught in order to reflect on their 

performance.  In sum, the purpose of the present paper was to 

encourage English language teachers to become ―reflective teachers‖ 

by investigating what they do in the classroom and improve their 

teaching accordingly.  Following the reflective teaching approach, 

teachers can produce first hand research findings which are more 

related to the context in which they teach instead of being consumers 

of others’ research findings which do not suit their method of teaching 

and their students’ needs.     
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Abstract 

 
More than three-quarters of the people living in the world today 

have had their lives shaped by the experience of colonialism. The 

past few decades have witnessed the gradual development of 

postcolonial drama as a challenge to the artistic hegemony of 

English and American canon. Postcolonial drama concentrates on 

the works of major dramatists from the postcolonial countries. In 

my paper, I will examine the ways in which the hybrid postcolonial 

drama has been involved in resisting the enduring effects of 

colonialism and the ways in which it acts as a resonant site for 

resistance strategies. I will explore strategies such as canonical 

counter-discourse, reworking of Christian myths and doctrines, 

ritual, the Carnival, counter-discursive story-telling, manipulating 

time and space to interrogate official history, Indigenizing English, 

song, music, mime, and redressing gender-related gaps in the 

official colonial history. 

 
 ملخص 

 

شهدت  .من ثالثة أرباع شعوب العالم يعيشون اليوم حياة صقمتها تجربة اإلستعمار أكثر
العقود القميمة الماضية التطور التدريجي لمسرح ما بعد اإلستعمار تحديا لمهيمنة الفنية 

ز مسرح مرحمة ما بعد اإلستعمار عمى أهم األعمال ألبراز يرك .لمنموذج األمريكي
في هذه الدراسة سأبحث في السبل التي انتهجها  .مسرحيي بمدان ما بعد اإلستعمار

المسرح الهجين لمرحمة ما بعد اإلستعمار لمقاومة اآلثار المستديمة لإلستعمار والطرق 
سأقوم بإستكشاف  .يات المقاومةالتي يتصرف بها بإعتباره المالذ األخير في إستراتيج

و الكرنفال و     نموذج مقاومة الخطاب و إعادة صياغة األساطير والمذاهب والطقوس
التالعب في الزمان والمكان لمساءلة التاريخ الرسمي و جعل اإلنجميزية لغة محمية، 



 El-Tawassol n°18 Juin 2007 

 
 

  

يخ الغناء، الموسيقى، التمثيمية الصامتة، وتصحيح الهوات المتصمة بالجنس في التار 
  .الرسمي لإلستعمار

 
The past few decades have witnessed the gradual development 

of postcolonial drama as a challenge to the artistic hegemony of the 

traditional English and American canon. Postcolonial theory provides 

a powerful approach to literatures written by the colonized people who 

attempt to put into words their identity, or literature written in western 

countries, which deals with different aspects of colonization. 

Postcolonial studies, as a “bona fide academic field of research” 

(Huggan 228) has been achieving importance since the 1970s.  

In Culture and Imperialism (1993), Edward Said points out that 

“the assertion of identity is by no means a mere ceremonial matter in 

the contemporary world” (42). Identity is a vital as well as a hotly 

disputed topic in literary and cultural studies. For almost three 

decades, it has been “a central focus of debate for psychoanalytic, 

poststructuralist, and cultural materialist criticism in areas ranging 

from postcolonial and ethnic studies to feminism and queer theory” 

(Moya 1). Therefore, as the British Empire‟s control began to decline, 

the colonized people began to map out a new identity for their own 

political future and gradually began to seek their own voices. After 

colonialism it was very important to imagine “a new transformation of 

social consciousness which exceeds the reified identities and rigid 

boundaries invoked by national consciousness” (Crow and      

Banfield 124). 

Among the many challenges in front of postcolonial writers are 

the attempts to both revitalize their culture and to contest the 

preconceptions about their culture. Postcolonial writers want to 

produce a literature, which helps to reconstitute the hybrid identity of 

the colonized people. The term „hybrid‟ refers to the concept of 

hybridity, an important concept in postcolonial theory, referring to the 

integration of cultural signs and practices from the colonizing and the 

colonized cultures. 

Drama is the strangest and most enchanting of all types of 

literature. It “lies so near to the deeper consciousness of the nation in 

which it takes its rise; it is capable of addressing itself so wildly and 

so diversely to peoples of far distant ages and of varying climes; it is 
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so social in its aims and in its appreciation” (Nicoll 9). It is a many-

sided literary form of shaping the practices and languages of collective 

memory and identity. Compared to the other literary forms, Drama is 

a much more “socially charged aesthetic medium” (Talwar 94) and it 

is a great help in rediscovering, and   reconstituting of the independent 

identity and the cultural values of a nation.  

Postcolonial drama intersects with postcolonial theories and it 

can act as a powerful form of cultural capital. In postcolonial context, 

dramatists have been creating drama for a range of vital cultural 

functions. They are interested in this literary form to “define and 

affirm their people‟s cultural personality- in the face of continuing 

cultural, economic and political subjugation- by recovering the past, 

freed from the biases of metropolitan or mainstream history” (Crow 

and Banfield 17). Postcolonial drama concentrates on the works of 

major dramatists from the postcolonial countries. It considers the 

plays of such dramatists as Wole Soyinka from Nigeria, Derek 

Walcott from St. Lucia, West Indies, Girish Karnad from India, Athol 

Fugard from South Africa, Dorothy Hewett, Stephen Sewell, Louis 

Nowra, and Jack Davis from Australia, Vincent O‟Sullivan from New 

Zealland, and Kee Thuan Chye from Malaysia.  Although these 

dramatists reflect different cultures and histories, they share the 

common condition of cultural subjection, which has formed their 

dramas. 

The 20
th

 century has witnessed the development of postcolonial 

drama as a challenge to the literary superiority of the traditional 

English and American canon. Postcolonial drama deals with the ways 

in which drama has been effective in resisting the continuing effects 

of colonialism. It is a response to the painful experience of European 

colonialism and the regeneration of the colonized communities. 

Postcolonial dramatists from a variety of countries and societies have 

attempted to combine the performance modes of their indigenous 

traditions with the Western dramatic form. Incorporating some 

western forms, postcolonial drama interrogates the domination that 

forms the foundation of colonial representation.  

English Literature had a privileged position in the colonial 

schools, colleges and universities. Its study was designed to „civilize‟ 

native students by fixing in their mind the British culture and values, 

without paying any attention to the local context. Therefore, it is not 
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surprising that colonized writers, poets and playwrights attempt 

tirelessly to rework the European classics in order to put in them more 

local socio-cultural values and to take away their structures of power 

and authority. Helen Tiffin terms this project “canonical counter-

discourse” (22) while Richard Terdiman coined the term „counter- 

discourse‟ in 1985. Although Terdiman was talking about “symbolic 

resistance in nineteenth-century France, the term has been eagerly 

embraced by post-colonial critics such as Slemon (1988) and Tiffin 

(1988)” (Ashcroft 32). Canonical counter-discourse is a process by 

which the postcolonial writers expose and dismantle the basic 

assumptions of a specific canonical text by developing a counter text 

that maintain some of the identifying signifiers of the original text 

while changing its structures of power.  

Rewriting the characters, the story, the context, and the genre of 

the canonical text, postcolonial writers interrogate the cultural legacy 

of European colonialism. Counter-discourse is not a plain strategy of 

substitution, rather it asks for deconstructing significations of power in 

the canonical text. Drama, as a genre, is principally suitable to 

counter- discursive project and is useful for its expression because any 

presentation of a play is a continual reacting of an original script. The 

different layers of meaning that a performance of a play 

communicates can act counter-discursively. Among the many 

postcolonial reworking of canonical texts, Shakespeare‟s plays are 

well-known targets. The spread of his plays within cultural and 

educational spheres has been a powerful hegemonic force throughout 

the history of the British Empire. Leela Gandhi states “English Studies 

[and Shakespeare as a central figure] was instrumental in confirming 

the „hegemony‟ or „rule by consent‟ of European colonialism” (145). 

Using selected parts of master narratives, instead of focusing on 

one rewriting project, to speak about the experience of the colonized 

subject is common to postcolonial reworking of Shakespeare. The 

Golden Age (1985) by Louis Nowra, Australian dramatist and 

novelist, for example, like many postcolonial counter-discursive plays 

uses selected parts of Shakespeare‟s King Lear and Euripides‟ 

Iphigenia in Tauris to speak about the experience of the colonized 

people. Shakespeare‟s Othello is the canonical target and discursive 

interpretation of Not Now, Sweet Desdemona (1968) by South African 

Murray Carlin. Presenting miscegenation as a real event, Not Now, 
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Sweet Desdemona concentrates on racial issues. Carlin‟s temporal and 

political rearrangement of Othello writes a play that takes on the 

history of racism that Shakespeare‟s play helped to institutionalize it 

in the apartheid.  

In Shakespeare‟s The Tempest, the meeting between Prospero 

and Caliban seems to be an allegory of a Renaissance colonial 

encounter. Prospero gives emphasis to his gift of language to Caliban, 

but he considers him unable of „nurture‟-cultural progress. The 

Tempest is the most commonly chosen play for counter-discursive 

interrogations of Shakespeare. Aimé Césaire‟s A Tempest is one of 

several works written in the past forty years taking Shakespeare‟s play 

as a site for revising colonial experience. Aimé Césaire wrote A 

Tempest originally in French and Richard Miller translated it into 

English in 1985. It makes several uses of Shakespeare‟s play, taking 

both a more colloquial and more clearly political perspective on the 

action. In this play, Prospero is trying to conceal a secret “empire” that 

he has discovered, ripe for conquest. He finds the pleasures of colonial 

rule so irresistible that he refuses to return to Europe.  

Robinson Crusoe also is a target in the project of “canonical 

counter-discourse” because it is a classic text of Eurocentrism. For the 

Caribbean writers, Robinson Crusoe ,along with The Tempest, “is held 

responsible  for establishing and maintaining the New World 

tropologies that have lead to the  subordination of black peoples in a 

master/ slave dialect” (Gilbert and Tompkins 36). Walcott‟s 

Pantomime (1978) resituates Robinson Crusoe in a new temporal 

setting but  preserves its original geographic location, it is set on the 

Caribbean Island of Tobago, often thought of as the original setting 

for Robinson Crusoe. Pantomime is a clear example of postcolonial 

writers‟ “writing back” to the imperial centre. The main reason for re-

writing of Robinson Crusoe by Walcott is the novel‟s importance and 

power. Pantomime changes the genre of the original text as one of its 

major counter-discursive strategies. Pantomime has as its fundamental 

column the relationship between Robinson Crusoe and his man 

Friday. Dramatic form of the novel is a further reaction to the original 

script. Walcott presents a British actor, a hotel owner, named Harry 

Trewe and his Trinidadian servant Jackson Phillip. The only idea 

Harry has for entertaining the guests of his low budget retreat is a 

pantomime of Robinson Crusoe. He asks Jackson to play Friday to his 
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Crusoe. Things become interesting when Harry suggests reversing 

their roles for the purposes of comedy.  The results start to turn away 

from the comedic and Harry seems to be unhappy and uncomfortable 

in that situation, his suggestion becoming slightly more than he is able 

to accept. Through the course of speedy dialogue exchanges and the 

exhibition of their individual acting talent, the men switch roles 

several times.  

Classical Greek drama is an another important target for 

canonical counter-discourse, especially in African countries, where 

contemporary theatre practices maintain strong roots in ritual and 

festival. The traditional contexts of much African drama also offer a 

performance culture, which African dramatists use to interrogate 

European classical models. Indigenous African songs, dance, folk 

tales, myths, rituals, and ceremonies help African drama construct 

some forms of narrative that differ from the dominant conventions of 

Western theater.   

Euripides‟ The Bacchae is one of the best plays for 

appropriation by colonized or other marginalized people because it 

shows so clearly the destruction of a tyrant. Postcolonial dramatist can 

easily refigure Pentheus- the young king of Thebes who does things 

quickly without thinking about the consequences and rejects anything 

he does not understand- as an agent of colonialism. The most 

considerable postcolonial re-writing of the play is Wole Soyinka‟s The 

Bacchae of Euripides: A Communion Rite. In Soyinka‟s hands, The 

Bacchae becomes a communal feast, a celebration of life, and a 

commanding and rich ritual of the human and social psyche. Soyinka 

resituates the action in time of war, Nigeria‟s post-independence civil 

wars. He adds wedding feast, and changes some parts of the original 

play. By doing this, Soyinka opens up a space for the performance of 

local histories and mythology.  

Sophocles‟ Antigone has also received a considerable counter-

discursive consideration because it argues about the story of a woman 

who obeyed the laws of morality rather than the laws of the state and 

in the end was killed for her defiance. Athol Fugard, South African 

playwright, and his colleagues, John Kani, and Winston Ntshona 

wrote The Island (1973), resituating Sophocles‟ Antigone on Robbin 

Island, located just off the Cape Town mainland, where South African 

political prisoners were imprisoned- Nelson Mandela spent most of 
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his 26 years of imprisonment there. The play involves two lifetime 

inmates who stage a production of Sophocles‟ Antigone.  

There is a complicated relationship between the Bible and the 

colonial project. On one hand “Christianity was, in many instances, 

introduced to African colonies via imperial conquest, and, more, 

specifically in the British colonies, via the English language” (Talib 

83-84) and on the other hand missionaries used biblical texts to 

strengthen British imperial intentions among the colonized people. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that, as a master text, which has helped 

and justified the colonial project of Western countries, the Bible has 

also received considerable counter-discursive attention. Postcolonial 

dramatists, through the reworking of different Biblical myths, are 

eagerly after attacking the basics of Western culture. Jack Davis, 

referred to as the 20th Century‟s Aboriginal Poet Laureate, is a 

notable Australian 20th Century playwright who uses Biblical stories 

and myths to recover the indigenous Aboriginal history, which has 

been repressed in official versions of European settlement in 

Australia. In his play, In Our Town (1990), which is about the 

problems of two young men returning home from the Second World 

War, Uncle Herbie, one of the Aboriginal characters of the play, says 

that “When they [European settlement] come here they had the Bible 

and we had the land, [now] they‟ve got the land and we‟ve got the 

Bible” (44). In No Sugar (1985), Jack Davis uses the Biblical story of 

King Herod‟s massacre to recover black history, which has been 

repressed by colonial history writers. No Sugar intends to expose 

Australian racism.  

To show the effects of colonialism on indigenous cultures, some 

of the postcolonial dramatists translate the Bible‟s content and rework 

its form so that it is communicated through story-telling rather than 

public worship reading. By doing this, they substitute the codes, 

conventions and cultural associations of the canonical text with those 

of different indigenous ones. The reworking of Bible has produced a 

number of classic plays, which provide space for an interrogation of 

the Christian doctrine. A case in point is Woza Albert (1981), by Percy 

Mtwa, Mbongeni Ngema, and Barney Simon, which sees the issue of 

apartheid as a problem. It satirizes about what would happen if the 

Second Coming of Christ occurred in South Africa. 
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There are a number of plays that rework texts that are already 

counter-discursive, especially in settler colonies where the canonical 

texts has had a diverse impact on indigenous and non-indigenous 

groups. One example is Playboy of the West Indies (1984) by 

Trinidadian playwright Mustapha Matura, a Caribbean reworking of 

Synge‟s The Playboy of the Western World (1911). All of Matura‟s 

work even his reworkings, Playboy of the West Indies and Sisters, a 

reworking of Chekhov‟s Three Sisters (1901) are based in Trinidad – 

Colonial Trinidad 1939. Matura states, “We need a theatre about 

Trinidad and the Caribbean experience so we can see reflections of 

our past, present and future” (qtd. in Lee 13).  

Movies “affirm and maintain the culture of which they are part” 

(Maltby and Craven 8). They reveal directly or indirectly something 

about “national experience, identity, culture, temperament, ideologies, 

and aesthetic principles” (Belton 123).They have become one of “our 

chief means of telling each other about the world” (Rosenstone 206). 

Marx believed that religion is the opium of the people, but if he had 

seen the mass demand of Hollywood movies, he would have rated 

these films as an equally powerful drug. Hollywood movies are 

special signifiers of post war American domination of world culture, 

and therefore, they “are appropriate systems for discursive 

deconstruction” (Gilbert and Tompkins 49). The rewriting of movie 

texts in native Canadian plays such as Monique Mojica‟s Princess 

Pocahontas and the Blue Spots (1991) and Margo Kane‟s Moonlodge 

(1990) are only two examples of many other rewritings of Hollywood 

movies. In Princess Pocahontas and the Blue Spots, Monique Mojica 

uses colonial stereotypes about Indians to subvert them and to reclaim 

an ethnic and gendered identity that respects cultural diversities and 

values the individuality of native and non-native people.  Princess 

Pocahontas and the Blue Spots acknowledges the threat of Euro-

American culture and grounds identity in the concept of a Pan-Indian 

community. By refusing negative stereotypes, these two playwrights 

create spaces for contemporary native women to articulate their 

subjectivities. Rejecting the single all-encompassing identity shaped 

by Hollywood movies, the plays dismantle images that have defined 

the indigenous Indian and force readers or the audience to recognize 

the constructedness of these images. 
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Soyinka in his principal critical work, Myth, Literature, and the 

African World (1976), examines the role of the artist in the light of 

Yoruba mythology and symbolism. From the first pages of the book, 

he criticizes a new discursive colonization and suggests a counter-

discursive strategy for it. He argues that black Africans have been 

gently invited to surrender themselves to a second era of colonization, 

this time by the ones “whose theories and prescriptions are derived 

from the apprehension of their world, their history, their social 

neuroses and their value systems”(x). This discursive colonization 

shows itself in the negative response to non-western cultural drama in 

postcolonial countries by many western critics. By doing this, they 

want to impose western forms in non-western settings. 

Robert Serumaga, a Ugandan playwright, whose works shows 

his preoccupation with social and political change, argues that 

received performance practices, like imported colonial systems, are 

essentially ideological. He argues that “the theatre of Europe came to 

Africa and established itself in complete ignorance of and indifference 

to [local] traditions” (qtd. in Graham-White 89). Traditional 

performances have special functions in postcolonial societies and are 

often key sites of resistance to imposed values and practices. These 

performances, rooted in folk culture, are not only devices that help in 

the safeguarding of history but are also effective strategies for 

safeguarding cultural difference through particular systems of 

communication and through specific values related to indigenous 

customs. 

Ritual is one of the strongest, most suitable and at the same 

times most misunderstood markers of cultural dissimilarity and 

stability in postcolonial countries. Some postcolonial dramatists mix 

local rituals with some aspects of western drama to place ritual in a 

modern world. The resulting hybridity can present a positive way of 

locating ritual in the postcolonial context and the coexistence of ritual 

and drama preserves and disseminates traditional forms and practices. 

We can categorize ritual in postcolonial plays in two categories. The 

first type of drama centers on a ritual or sometimes a number of 

related rituals, which gives structure to the action and affects the style 

of the performance. For example, The Sacrifice of Kreli (1976) by 

Fatima Dike, South African dramatist, dramatizes two rituals intended 

to restore the contemporary community through the restoration of 
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traditional performance. According to Femi Osofian, Nigerian critic, 

novelist, and playwright, Death and the King’s Horseman is the play 

in which “Soyinka succeeds most in recreating the complete, credible 

world of African ritual [because] here the ritual form is not merely 

recast, but the playwright invests it with a dialectic, and his personal 

vision intervenes for a crucial interrogation of history”(77).   

There is a second type of play, which uses ritual more as a 

complementary activity. It is used as a part of a larger recuperation of 

tradition and history. It is used as an expression of hybridization, as a 

device to establish setting or context, or as a performative model for a 

range of sections of the action or dialogue. Such ritual elements are 

related with the theme(s) of the play. A case in point is Township 

Fever (1991) by Mbongeni Ngema, South African playwright, 

musician, choreographer, and director. The play incorporates a Zulu 

protection ritual to disperse throughout the auditorium the smoke that 

each striker must breathe. The ritual prepares them for the dangers 

they face and emphasizes the inhumanity of the conditions under 

which they worked.  

The Broken Calabash (1984) by Tess Onwueme , Nigerian and 

Africa‟s best known female dramatist is set against a background of 

the Igbo Ine festival which marks the beginning of the harvest, and 

includes various ritual that help the community prepare for the new 

yam season. The ritual staged is a dance in which the young people of 

the village perform comic movements for the amusement and teaching 

of their community. In The Broken Calabash, Onwueme 

problematizes “traditional value systems especially in respect of their 

bearing on women right” (Sage and Showalter 481).   

Ritual and drama have objective reality and are in harmony with 

each other in India. For example, in Hindu drama, there are ritual-

centered plays, plays that involve preliminary rituals, which remove 

obstacles in the way of successful performance or preliminary rituals, 

which sanctify the stage followed by concluding rituals. Ritual frames 

these Hindu plays and relate their precise theatrical activities more 

closely with sacred or devotional rites. Girish Karnad in Hayavadana, 

meaning „the one with the horse‟s head‟, uses a tale from the 

Kathasaritsagara, and its adaptation in Thomas Mann‟s “The 

Transposed Heads”. The play starts performing the routine worship of 
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Lord Ganesha, a preliminary ritual – removing obstacle in the way of 

successful performance. 

Carnival is a colorful and exciting event celebrated all over the 

Caribbean Region. Each island has its distinctive way of celebrating 

carnival, and the dates of carnival are different all over the islands. 

The performative elements of a society‟s secular festivals, alike to 

those of its religious rituals provide a major archive for a postcolonial 

drama, which aims to articulate the specifications of local experience 

and to explore and articulate their postcolonial identity. Such secular 

festivals are syncretic events, which incorporate several elements of 

the colonizing culture even while expressing difference from them. 

They present so many stock characters and situations, which may 

inspire a society‟s drama and more considerably a style of 

performance that decentres imperial conventions.  

Festival-based drama is lively, non-naturalistic, and self- 

consciously theatrical. It calls attention to public space, communal 

activity, and the languages or dialects spoken by the people of region 

and similar to ritual drama, festival-based drama works towards 

revitalizing the folk culture. The Trinidad Carnival is an example of a 

secular event, which has influenced the drama of its region. The 

inherent subversiveness of carnival and its particular background 

make it a suitable form for an indigenous postcolonial drama. Errol 

Hill states “substantial material exists in the Trinidad Carnival, past 

and present, for the creation of a unique form of theatre” (110). The 

incorporation of Carnival elements into a play influences its form. 

This is obvious in The Joker of Seville (1974) by Derek Walcott. 

Walcott‟s joker stands as a critique of the social mores of colonial 

masters. Walcott incorporate Carnival elements such as, Carnival set 

of clothes, masquerade, round stage, Calinda (stick-fighting dance of 

Trinidad) rhythms, and calypso to creolize the original source text. 

Doing so, he reworks Eurocentric forms to create a distinctive West 

Indian play and turns an imported moral lesson into a performance of 

indigenous culture and history.   

French philosopher Jacques Derrida coined the term 

“deconstruction” in the 1960s and writers, and readers use it in 

contemporary humanities and social sciences to denote a philosophy 

of meaning that deals with the ways that meaning is constructed and 

understood. It involves discovering, recognizing, and understanding 
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the underlying implicit assumptions, ideas, and frameworks that form 

the basis for thought and belief. In the area of deconstruction and 

postcolonialism, history is generally considered as a discourse that is 

open to interpretation as any other discourse. Postcolonial studies re-

examine the history and legacy of colonialism; their relation to 

cultural representations, and to the formation and institutionalization 

of knowledge. Grey Dening argues that “History is not the past: it is a 

consciousness of the past used for present purposes” (170). Colonial 

histories often substitute local, indigenous histories with a Eurocentric 

account of the past. Postcolonial playwrights explore and deploy 

history differently in their drama. Decolonizing and presenting 

alternative reassessed versions of their history, they construct 

discursive contexts to present the key events experienced by their 

community.   

Postcolonial plays use the strategy of representing the alternative 

historical perspectives, in other words counter- discursive version of 

the past, to disperse the authority of colonialist official accounts. Wale 

Ogunyemi, a prolific playwright, and a scholar of the Yoruba world, 

brought its history, myths and lore into his writing. In his historical 

dramas, for instance in Kiriji (1976) and Ijaye War: A Historical 

Drama (1970) he draws on internecine 19th century Yoruba wars. He 

sets colonial agents in conflict with Nigerian peoples in order to center 

parts of history that are forgotten or forbidden.  

An effective strategy of counter-discursive histories is the 

reclamation of subversive figures to make them into heroes. The 

leader of an uprising against colonial forces or someone generally 

historicized as infamous is often reconstructed in postcolonial drama 

to play an important role in the struggle for freedom from imperial 

rule. Derek Walcott‟s Henri Christophe: A Chronicle in Seven Scenes 

(1950), honors one of leaders of the Haitian Revolution. The 

dramatization of parts of the history in post-revolutionary Haiti 

offered space for honoring one of the leaders of the revolution and for 

“an exploring of problems of „independence‟, among them nation-

building, leadership, and the reconstructions of identity” (Thieme 46). 

One of the strongest reclamations of a lost and dishonored figure 

occurs in The Trial of Dedan Kimathi (1976) by the well-known 

Kenyan writer, Ngugi wa Thiong‟o and his colleague Micere Mugo. 
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They have built a potent and challenging play out of the circumstances 

surrounding the trial of one of the leaders of the Mau Mau revolution.  

Counter- discursive history replaces some groups who have been 

left out of the official records. The recuperation of women‟s histories 

is a fundamental mission for women all over the world. For a 

contemporary postcolonial woman in search of her identity the 

recuperation of the past will have great effect on the present reality of 

her life and the life of her nation. A number of postcolonial plays 

provide spaces for the specific refiguring of gender role or identities 

within restructured histories. This is achieved successfully in different 

ways; for example by evaluating the gender-specific constructions 

approved by imperial history; by exploring the areas of women‟s 

subjugation and invisibility in the colonial situation; by reworking 

gender related gaps in the official record; by casting historical women 

as powerful, respected community leaders; by refusing existing 

gender-stereotypes and significantly by staging self-reflexive 

interventions into theatrical representation itself (Gilbert and 

Tompkins 120).  

 Depicting women as history‟s essential figures can be mainly 

subversive in cultures that have always been set aside for male power 

and exclusive privilege of public action. Parables for a Season (1993) 

by Tess Onwueme, one the most prolific and outstanding female 

dramatist of the new generation of African writers from Nigeria, 

depicts a restricted Igbo social order through its focus on influential 

women who replace the king and rule the kingdom as well as any man 

could. The Sacrifice of Kreli by Fatima Dike depicts a strong character 

who manages to maintain a community‟s health despite external 

attempts to destroy its people‟s dignity, history, and cultural identities 

and traditions. The play rather is not concerned with feminist issues 

such as freedom or equality for women; rather it is concerned with 

restoring the pride of a larger community of women and men.  

Storyteller is a key manipulator of different narratives, including 

historical narrative, in colonial societies and story telling, which lies at 

the root of all dramatic cultures, is a major strategy in postcolonial 

drama. A drama based on story-telling conventions centres history not 

as an inevitable and concluded truth, but rather as a continually 

reconstructed fiction which can only be incomplete, provisional. Story 

telling gives to postcolonial history play a certain cultural specificity 
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and a corresponding resistance. It is a strategy for reconsidering 

history in postcolonial drama. The storyteller revises history in every 

performance by making the past speak to the present. Story telling can 

form the structural framework of the whole play or it can be included 

into a more conventional play through one of the characters. In 1982, 

Jack Davis “truly put Indigenous writing for performance on the 

theatrical map with The Dreamers, set in 1970s kitchen of an 

Aboriginal family and dealing with the poverty and confusion created 

by their sense of displacement and the clash of cultures”( Webby 225).  

The unwritten history and literature of pre-contact past were “ 

transformed from one generation to the next by carefully trained 

storytellers who received knowledge through their ears as societies 

that use the written word receive information through their eyes” 

(Nordyke 13). Many pre-contact storytellers were women and thus 

their authorities as historians were ignored by invading European. 

Aidoo‟s The Dilemma of a Ghost (1965) uses a number of older 

members of the community to act as choric storytellers who relate 

current issues to traditional contexts. The older members of the 

community who comment on and advance the action reinforce the 

strength of the women and the infectiveness of the men whose access 

to western education has diminished their useful archive of local 

knowledge and history.  

Remapping of space is a central project for postcolonial 

playwrights whose lands were invaded by European powers to 

fracture time alongside with the historicizing and remapping of space 

in their plays. Even in occupation colonies, for example Nigeria, 

where local cultures regained control over their land after 

independence, the spatial inscription of colonialism have had an 

enduring legacy. “The specter of a haunted (and haunting ) landscape 

emerges even more clearly in Louis Nowra‟s Inside the Island and 

Janis Balodis‟s Too Young for Ghosts (1985), two earlier plays that 

detail settler responses to an alien land and its indigenous inhabitants” 

(Gilbert, 115). 

Language operates as a fundamental medium through which 

meaning is filtered, but it also acts as a cultural system that has 

meaning in itself. Language is often an essential question in 

postcolonial studies. During colonization, colonizers usually imposed 

their language onto the peoples they colonized, coercing colonized 
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people to speak the colonizers tongues. In response to the systematic 

imposition of colonial languages, some postcolonial writers advocate 

a complete return to the use of indigenous languages. Ngugi wa 

Thiong‟o, Kenyan playwright, novelist, and essayist is the most 

radical among those writers who have chosen to turn away from 

English. Some other writers see the language, for example English, 

imposed by the colonizer as a more practical alternative, using the 

colonial language both to enhance inter-nation communication and to 

counter a colonial past through de-forming a “standard” European 

tongue and re-forming it in new literary forms. Native American poet, 

novelist and critic Gerald Vizenor has celebrated English as a vehicle 

for resistance. Postcolonial plays and stages are considerable spaces 

from which to express linguistic resistance to colonialism and 

imperialism. Dramatists have concentrated on speaking in voices that 

have been less inflected by colonialism to destabilize colonial 

authority. 

While some postcolonial dramatists deliberately avoid using the 

imperial language altogether, many more use it as a basic language 

which is necessarily modified, subverted, or decentered when 

indigenous languages are incorporated into the play. One of the main 

features of contemporary Maori drama in New Zealand is its 

increasing uses of indigenous language. Death of the Lord by Rowley 

Habib (Rore Hapipi), a playwright, poet and fiction writer and In the 

Wilderness Without a Hat by Hone Tuwhare, New Zealand‟s most 

distinguished Maori poet and playwright writing in English, use the 

formal English as well as Maori. Death of the Land is a play about the 

continuing signing away of Maori land in the Land Courts. Emily of 

Emerald Hill (1985) by Stella Kon, the most distinguished 

Singaporean contemporary playwright, uses Singapore English, which 

is a kind of indigenized version of English language. In The Sea at 

Dauphin (1970), Walcott uses French and English Creole at the same 

time because the most commonly used form of St. Lucian Creole has a 

French rather than an English lexicon.  

Postcolonial drama, which embraces myth and ritual, is always 

associated with the power of music and song, the forces by which 

“cultural emancipation and empowerment may be achieved” (Crow 

and Banfield 60). The music, and the energies that it arouses, return 

the characters and audience to their cultural roots. Postcolonial drama 
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employs recuperated indigenous song and music or hybridized forms. 

Indigenous song and music recalls pre-contact ways of 

communication, prove the validity of the continued oral traditions, and 

helps to dismantle the conventional western representation. Music is a 

central device in African drama. Used as a part of a larger project of 

indigenizing Eurocentric theater forms, music provides a means of 

expression that spoken dialogue cannot replace. Following Wole 

Soyinka, postcolonial African playwrights like J. P. Clark, Ola Rotimi, 

Femi Osofisan, and Bode Sowande, to name but a few, “all  borrow 

profusely from traditional forms in their use of music, dance, songs 

and costumes”(Jackson 167). Music and dance, which first emerge in 

Wole Soyinka‟s The Bacchae of Euripides: A Communion Rite, are 

then fully explored with indigenous material in Death and the King’s 

Horseman.   
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Abstract  

 
Human society is frequently referred to in opposition to the natural 

world – civilization, stereotypes, reason versus primitivism, 

savagery, instincts. Three locations are prevalent in Margaret 

Atwood’s novels: the lake, the forest and the ravine, in which the 

protagonists immerge and from which they exit completely 

changed. These three elements are labyrinthine places symbolic of 

change, otherness and the unconscious. Once the characters enter 

these ‘magical’ places, they learn to gain strength and control over 

their own lives. Contact with nature thus stands for ritual 

transformation, realization and rejection of the victim position 

which the society imposes on the protagonists. They reassert their 

identity, usually by remembering the past and will return to the 

urban world as powerful individuals. On a broader level, the 

protagonists’ search for a voice/ identity of their own is paralleled 

by Canada’s attempt to define her own identity. Atwood seems to 

offer her answer to what Canadianness is in Surfacing, where the 

unnamed narrator simultaneously re-members her own painful and 

repressed experiences into her new identity as a stronger woman 

and the Native American legacy into Canadian identity. 
 

 ملخص  

 

حضارة،  قوالب —كثيرا ما يشار إلى المجتمع البشري عمى أنو نقيض المجتمع الطبيعي
 :ريت أتوودثالثة مواقع منتشرة في روايات ما رغ .العقل مقابل البدائية، الوحشية والغرائز

ىذه العناصر  .البحيرة، الغابة والوادي، حيث يغوص األبطال ليخرجوا بشكل مغاير تماما
بمجرد دخول الشخصية في  .الثالثة ىي أماكن معقدة ترمز لمتغيير و لألخر، ولالشعور

و االتصال مع الطبيعة   تتعمم إكتساب القوة والتحكم في حياتيا ىذه األماكن السحرية
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إذا التغير الطبيعي، و التوصل إلى إنجازات ورفض موقف الضحية التي يفرضيا يمثل 
يحاول ىؤالء األبطال إثبات ىويتيم عادة باستحضار الماضي ثم  .المجتمع عمى األبطال

عمى صعيد أوسع، يبحث األبطال عن  العودة إلى العالم المتمدن كأشخاص أقوياء. و
بادرة   كندا لمتعريف بيويتيا. و تبدو أن آتوود صوت ىوية ألنفسيم في محاولة توازي م

قد أعطت إجابتيا فيما يخص اإلنتماء الكندي حيث تقوم الراوية المجيولة بإدماج تجارب 
دماج اإلرث المحمي  المرارة والقمع التي عاشتيا في ىويتيا الجديدة  كإمرأة قوية وا 

 .األمريكي في اليوية الكندية
 

The representation of Canadian identity is one of the most 

difficult issues to tackle even nowadays. Justin D. Edwards (2005:xiv) 

defines the country as an “in-between space”, at the crossroads of the 

English and French languages, and of British and American cultural 

and economic influences.  Margaret Atwood (2004b:26) talks about 

Canada as a “state of mind”, a space where one can easily lose 

oneself, mostly due to the fact that the majority of Canadians, except 

the Native Americans, are from somewhere else. Having settled in 

Canada, members of different ethnicities and races brought with them 

not only their customs and traditions, but also their languages. 

Therefore, the process of building a coherent Canadian identity is a 

painstaking process. 

Canada‟s “northern grotesque” (Edwards 2005:xv) – i.e. its 

peripheral position in relation to power centres – is mirrored by 

Atwood‟s female protagonists, who are peripheral in relation to 

patriarchy. Canada‟s in-between-ness entails an incomplete sense of 

identity, a continual search for the “ghostly Other”, much like 

Atwood‟s characters who are in quest of their true selves.  Just as the 

elusive Canadianness haunts Canadians, Atwood‟s female characters 

have their own ghosts they need to deal with, in particular the 

stereotypes imposed on them by the patriarchal order of things. In the 

process of coming to terms with repressed past experiences, they 

establish a deeper or more superficial contact with the natural world. 

This experience enables them to achieve a non-patriarchal spirituality 

– the Nature Goddess (Warren 1993) – which gives women greater 

abilities to control their lives, and thus survive physically and 

spiritually, by recognizing their victim position and rejecting it 

(Culpeper 1989).   
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In what follows, I shall discuss four basic ways in which 

Atwood‟s women relate to nature: they may identify with it; they may 

use it for escaping the routine and the strict patterns of society; an 

experience in or a contact with the natural world may represent a 

turning point in their lives; or nature appears in terms of (animal) 

instinctuality. 

Given the fact that Canada stretches over a vast part of the North 

American continent, space – and wilderness in particular – seems to 

play a significant role. It is then not surprising that a writer such as 

Margaret Atwood has focused in her novels on the concept of 

wilderness as a key element in the construction of identity.   

Wilderness has been perceived as having ambivalent features: as 

an unexplored place, where (white, untrained) people can easily get 

lost and killed, but also as a space of freedom and regeneration. 

However, the most prominent characteristic of all appears to be its 

„otherness‟, mysterious and threatening, which inspires a feeling of 

“gothic sublime”, especially in relation to the colonizing white man, 

and makes him explore the labyrinth of his subconscious.  

When describing Canadian wilderness and when setting the 

scenery of her novels, Margaret Atwood makes extensive use of three 

elements – the forest and the lake which appear in various forms in all 

her novels, and are labyrinthine places symbolic of change, otherness 

and the unconscious (Chevalier, Gheerbrandt 1982:455-456), and the 

ravine (wilderness trapped in the city), simultaneously causing a break 

in the urban order and creating a passage to the underworld.  

Atwood‟s novel Surfacing (2001) is centered on the lake and the 

forest as key elements of Canadian wilderness. Throughout the book, 

the lake represents a literal and symbolic centerpiece and is doubled 

by the forest, both standing for archetypal images of the unconscious 

and the mother/ female principle (Jung 2003:28, 92). The unnamed 

narrator begins her search for her missing father on a path twisting not 

only into the wilderness, but back into the past, and then on the lake 

which surrounds the island where she spent her childhood with her 

family.  

Cirlot (qtd. in Fraim 2001:7) connects water-symbolism with the 

symbolism of the abyss, which stands for a transition between life and 

death. Connecting the superficial (surface) and the profound (depth), 

the lake suggests from the very beginning the protagonist‟s symbolic 

immersion into her past when she pushes herself “reluctantly into the 
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lake” (Atwood 2001:69). Her dives trigger such repressed experiences 

as the separation from her family and the abortion imposed on her by 

her former lover, and stand for the beginning of her coming to terms 

with her past and becoming a stronger woman.  

After her lover Joe and her friends leave the island without her, 

the protagonist undergoes a shamanistic ritual which includes a 

symbolic (re)baptism in the lake where she has found both her father‟s 

body and a sacred Indian site. Copeland Nagle (2005) identifies in his 

study five spiritual (religious) values of wilderness deriving from 

biblical readings; wilderness is thus a land to be preserved since it was 

created by God, a place where one can encounter divinity, a place of 

spiritual renewal, a place of escape, and a place of spiritual testing. 

The island with its lake and forest thus becomes the place where 

Atwood‟s protagonist undergoes a spiritual testing and encounters 

(pagan) divinity. Connecting surface and depth, past and present, the 

lake enables the heroine to reconnect with the archaic Mother Earth 

and to gain strength and control over her own life by being able to 

break the patterns and norms imposed on her by society. After the 

shamanistic trance, the narrator manages to recover the treasure 

hidden in the wilderness of the island and learn the lesson of the 

Natives – that humans are part of nature – and re-assert her identity as 

a stronger woman. On a broader level, Atwood‟s protagonist re-

members the Native American legacy into Canadian identity, since 

plunging into deep waters means returning to one‟s origins (Benoist 

1995:73). 

The lake is also present in Lady Oracle (1977) as the natural 

setting where the protagonist Joan stages her suicide. Standing for a 

natural mirror (Fraim 2001:7), the lake also symbolizes Joan‟s split 

identity as Joan Foster, the slim woman close to the patriarchal ideal 

of feminine beauty, as Louisa K. Delacourt (name borrowed from her 

aunt), the gothic romance novelist, and as the Fat Lady, Joan‟s 

childhood alter ago, which keeps haunting her into her adult life. 

Staels (1995:70) considers the main leitmotif of the novel to be 

Joan‟s self-image. Joan has always felt that her mother did not accept 

her existence and did not give her unconditional love because she did 

not rise up to her expectations, namely thin and flawless, rather than 

fat. After the traumatic experience of the “mothball”, Joan starts 

suffering from the fear that she is always the wrong image in the eyes 

of others in general and her mother‟s in particular. Mothers seem to be 
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the ones whose authority is higher in terms of looks and conduct, 

namely women are the ones who perpetrate the appropriate codes of 

conduct for young women. Joan is made thus to appear in the eyes of 

others and her own as a monster-figure, a deviation from the natural/ 

normal. Refusing to be what her mother wants her to be, Joan defines 

herself against this image, but paradoxically dreams of being “a role 

model, a stereotype, a perfect image in the mirror (in the eyes of 

man)” (Staels 1995:73). She will finally gain the “body of a goddess” 

(Atwood 1977:141) as requires the condition for inheriting her aunt‟s 

fortune. 

Although Joan has planned her “death carefully, unlike my life” 

(Atwood 1977:3), her body loses control and falls overboard 

ungracefully: “The boat swung, the sail collapsed, Sam ducked, and 

the flailing boom hit me in the small of the back and knocked me 

overboard. I was unprepared and got a mouthful of unprocessed Lake 

Ontario water as I sank” (Atwood 1977:305). Her fat self continues to 

haunt her even though she has tried to copy the image of the perfect 

lady and has ended up trapped in “traditional femininity which society 

holds up to her like a mirror” (Staels 1995:85). Joan has started 

writing popular costume gothics under a pseudonym for a living 

because it is only romance that offers her an escape from reality and 

from a society that torments her with the feminine ideal. 

Images of drowning and broken glass often appear in both 

Joan‟s life and fiction, suggesting an overlapping of the two and a 

multitude of selves (fat child, costume gothics writer, poetess, and 

wife and lover both in her real life as in her novels). Besides her 

mock-suicide which is meant as a separation between herself and the 

judgmental attitude of others, Joan‟s dreams are haunted by an 

overlapping of her own life and that of the characters she creates for 

her novels. In her dream, an extremely fat and dripping wet ghost of 

Felicia (Joan‟s alter ego in her costume gothic „Love Defied‟) says to 

Redmond, “...it was such an effort, Arthur, to get out of that water”, 

which puzzles Redmond, who asks, “Who is Arthur?” (Atwood 

1977:324). This overlapping between reality and fiction is indicative 

of the fact that Joan sees her own life in terms of a gothic romance. 

Moreover, she uses spirituality (mirror trances) to become creative in 

her automatic writing sessions, and it is writing/ creativity which helps 

her gain strength to survive in a (patriarchal) society that did not 

accept her fat/ true self, but an idealized image of femininity. 
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The lake (as microcosm) is replaced by the ocean (covering up 

to 70 per cent of our planet‟s surface, as macrocosm) in Margaret 

Atwood‟s latest novel Oryx and Crake (2004a). After an ecological 

disaster, Jimmy/ Snowman (Atwood‟s first masculine narratorial 

voice), the only human survivor (until the end of the novel) has led a 

group of humanoid creatures called Crakers out of the laboratory 

where they were created into the wilderness, which he teaches them to 

call home, in order to ensure their survival. Their so-called Eden is 

established near the shore of the ocean “littered with the wreckage of a 

civilization very similar to our own” (Howells 2005:170). It is near the 

ocean shore – suggestive of his own subconscious – that Snowman 

remembers his life and friendship to Oryx and Crake and the 

worldwide disaster caused by the latter, which led to his and Oryx‟s 

own deaths. The nicknames of the two characters in the title are 

derived from a game that the two boys in the book, Jimmy and Glenn, 

used to play – “Extinctathon”: the oryx being a species of African 

antelope, while the crake a rare Australian bird. The names of animals 

on the verge of extinction suggest the “extinction” of the characters in 

the title, for Crake will not die alone in his trying to subjugate the 

world to science, but, in his egotism, he will take Oryx with him to be 

united in and by death. Having fallen in love with Oryx but having 

lost her to Crake, Snowman‟s only opportunity of still keeping her 

close to him is by resurrecting her as Mother Goddess in the 

„mythological‟ creation he designs for the Crakers, and by living in 

the forest/ jungle near the ocean shore, as symbols of the female 

principle (Jung 2003:92, Cirlot qtd. in Fraim 2001:4). 

The ocean, doubled by the forest, is meant as a mother-

archetype for the stranded “children of Crake” (Atwood 2004a:96), 

whom Crake meant to be “a species with a better chance to survive in 

a damaged ecosystem” (Ingersoll 2004) and who have learnt to 

worship Oryx as their Mother Goddess of nature and animals. The 

parallel with the biblical dark-skinned “children of Ham” is obvious 

here, even though these new humanoids have green skin. The Crakers 

feel reluctant to fish in the ocean, because they do not want to upset 

this goddess, even though Snowman‟s life depends on this kind of 

food. They share the responsibility of killing another creature so that 

no one in particular would feel guilty of upsetting the balance of 

nature for spilling the blood of one of “the children of Oryx” (Atwood 

2004a:96), i.e. of animals. 
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Unlike “the children of Crake” (Atwood 2004a:96), who can 

live on clover and even recycle their own excrements, Snowman has 

to eat meat. This appears as a sort of monstrosity in the eyes of the 

new creatures, who consider him “a separate order of being” (Atwood 

2004a:101), even more so since he is believed to be the only one – or 

rather the last – of his kind. The anomaly of this new world in which 

the human was replaced by the monstrous is also reflected in 

Snowman‟s ironic self-naming: “The Abominable Snowman – 

existing and not existing, flickering at the edges of blizzards, apelike 

man or manlike ape, stealthy, elusive, known only through rumours 

and through its backward-pointing footprints” (Atwood 2004a:8). 

Left without food, Jimmy/ Snowman decides to return into the 

devastated city, to Crake‟s – the archetypal “homo faber” (DiMarco 

2005) or a new “variety of Dr. Frankenstein” (Ingersoll 2004) – 

Paradice laboratory, meant as a repetition of the biblical story about 

the Garden of Eden. However, in Atwood‟s novel, it is precisely the 

creator, the God-like Crake, who will cause the repetition of the fall of 

„Man‟, or rather of the humanoid Crakers. Paradice is also a pun on 

„paradise‟ and „dice‟, suggesting the twist of fate and the chance for 

survival offered by its protection, since Snowman manages to survive 

the catastrophe under the protection of the laboratory glass vault, 

watching the extinction of the world as if on a television screen. 

Snowman‟s journey through the forest that surrounds the city is 

very similar to a journey into the Underworld, a wandering “like a 

ghost through the ruins of his past life” (Howells 2005:185), during 

which he meets new sorts of monsters and demons – the result of 

genetically engineered species – in the shape of enormous crabs and 

feral pigoons. He will emerge from this underworld with a “new frame 

of mind” (Howells 2005:182), i.e. a new perspective, having gained 

self-knowledge and becoming aware that he may not be the last 

human survivor after all.   

Images of forest/ wilderness are also present in Cat’s Eye (1989) 

and Surfacing (2001). If the protagonist of Surfacing goes into the 

forest to look for her missing father and initially thinks that it was the 

forest that caused his insanity by erasing his identity (an allusion to 

the settlers‟ experiences described by Susanna Moodie in her 

Roughing It in the Bush), the heroine of Cat’s Eye describes the 

wilderness of her childhood as idyllic.  
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Wilderness is for young Elaine Risley the place where she 

enjoys living with her loving family, away from the rules and norms 

of society, which imposed certain standards of behaviour. When 

Elaine, her parents and her brother move to Toronto, she becomes 

unhappy, and as she remembers her childhood, Elaine describes her 

wilderness experience as positive in opposition to her life in the city. 

As her father is a scientist, she respects the natural world and enjoys, 

together with her brother, learning about the life of bugs, worms and 

caterpillars.  

As a child, Elaine is totally adapted to rural living, and 

defecating in the bush does not trouble her, unlike the loud “flush 

toilets” in the cities, “white and alarming, where things vanish in an 

instant, with a roar” (Atwood 1989:25). When her family moves to 

Toronto because of her father‟s job at the university, she has trouble 

adapting to city life and its pressures. The only thing she wished for 

when in the wilderness was some girlfriends about whom she found 

out in books. However, her image of such companions is not realistic, 

since books have offered her a distorted image of society. Life in the 

city requires “social camouflage” (Culpeper 1989), and Elaine and her 

mother now need to wear gender specific clothes such as dresses or 

skirts, while her father begins to wear suits. However, her camouflage 

does not seem effective because, when Elaine finally manages to make 

three friends – Carol, Grace and Cordelia, they turn out to be a sort of 

witches (reminding readers of Shakespeare‟s “weird sisters”), 

painfully torturing Elaine by mocking her clothes, manners and home, 

and perceiving her as a social outcast. To be accepted by them, Elaine 

accepts their manipulations and tries to follow the rituals of the 

society to which she wishes to belong, but develops cannibalistic 

instincts of self-mutilation, biting her lips and tearing the skin off her 

heels. She nevertheless finds her protective amulet against their evil-

eye in a cat‟s eye marble, which enables her to gradually become 

indifferent to them and more confident in herself. Cordelia and Mrs. 

Smeath, Grace‟s mother, will still haunt her throughout her adult life 

until Elaine, having re-seen her childhood with an adult‟s eyes, finally 

becomes a stronger woman, able to understand and forgive.  

If the city is ordered by the rules/ laws of man, the dark 

wilderness is chaotic and governed by the laws of nature. It is in the 

wilderness that the unnamed narrator of Surfacing (2001) escapes the 

fixed patterns of (patriarchal) society and transgresses her 
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stereotypical role as woman by stepping into her father‟s shoes and 

impersonating the male explorer, teaching her companions the basics 

of survival in the wilderness: “to fish, to hunt, to split logs, to build 

fires” (Plessix Gray 1988:132).  

Throughout her ritual of transformation, i.e. coming to terms 

with her past, the protagonist – now alone in the sacred space of the 

island – blurs the distinction between human and nature/ animal, 

behaving like an animal and feeding on roots and wild fruit and 

waiting for her fur to grow. During her trance, she gets into contact 

with the Native gods and, experiencing the otherness as “a state of 

mind” (Atwood 2004b:26), undergoes a spiritual process of finding 

“an authentic selfhood” (Özdemir 2003:65). She identifies an ancestor 

in a leopard frog with gold-rimmed eyes, and she herself becomes “a 

tree leaning”, and later “I am not an animal or a tree, I am the thing in 

which the trees and animals move and grow, I am a place” (Atwood 

2001:175). After her imposed abortion, whose memory the protagonist 

has so far repressed, “her true self left her body, becoming trapped in 

her mind” and thus generating schizophrenic behaviour (Özdemir 

2003:67). It is through this natural experience of identifying with 

nature as space and with the help of Native totemic animals that the 

protagonist manages to heal her body and mind outside the maddening 

stereotypical society, becoming a stronger personality able to make 

her own decisions.  

Nevertheless, Surfacing (2001) is not the only novel in which 

Atwood identifies her protagonist with a natural element. The same 

occurs in The Handmaid’s Tale (1993), where Offred, who used to 

consider her body as an instrument of seduction, now describes it as a 

cloud, important only for what it can make develop inside – the baby: 

I used to think of my body as an instrument, of 

pleasure, or a means of transportation, or an 

implement for the accomplishment of my will… Now 

the flesh arranges itself differently. I‟m a cloud, 

congealed around a central object, the shape of a pear, 

which is hard and more real than I am and glows red 

within its translucent wrapping. (Atwood 1993: 70) 

 

In the totalitarian state of Gilead, patriarchal to the extreme, women 

have been ascribed certain stereotypical roles: Wives (of high-rank 

officers), Marthas (servants), Handmaids (whose only purpose is to 
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bear children to high-rank officers), and Econowives (a mixture of the 

three for lower officers and soldiers). Besides them, there are also the 

sterile or ill „unwomen‟, sent to collect toxic waste in the colonies. In 

ecofeminist terms (Warren 1993), women‟s plight is paralleled to 

environmental destruction by male-identified abuse. These 

„unwomen‟ seem to resemble savages „colonized‟ by patriarchy and 

kept away from society, but doing its dirty work, like slaves hidden 

from sight since they have no womanly purpose. 

In a country where the state enforces a strict control of women‟s 

bodies, the individual identities of women, and of Handmaids in 

particular, are erased, the patriarchal society aiming at disembodying 

women, whose inner lives would come to be totally conditioned by 

Gilead‟s moral and religious law. The Handmaids‟ status is that of 

mere property of the Commanders; they do not even have their own 

name, but a combination of the officer‟s first name preceded by the 

possessive particle “of”, as in “Offred”, “Ofglen” or “Ofwarren”. It is 

in this context that Offred‟s memories – by means of which she tries 

to secretly maintain her true identity (Staels (1995:163) argues that 

Offred‟s real name is June) – may become threatening and lead to de-

individuation if she does not establish clear „landmarks‟: “I sink down 

into my body as into a swamp, fenland, where only I know the 

footing. Treacherous ground, my own territory” (Atwood 1993:70). In 

other words, Offred‟s outward submission to Giledian laws may ruin 

her inward resistance if she is not careful. 

Before the state turned absolutist and she was forced to become 

a Handmaid, Offred had tried to cross the border through a forest, 

which proved to be filled with a new sort of monsters – soldiers – that 

separated her from her daughter and perhaps killed her husband. The 

forest that surrounds Gilead (developed on the territory of USA), and 

which Offred tries to cross in her attempt to escape, functions as an 

opaque wall delimiting the totalitarian state from the rest of the world. 

The absolutist regime of Gilead appears thus like a symbolic island, 

trying to impose its rules and politics on the bodies of women, much 

like the people in M. Night Shyamalan‟s film The Village. But if in 

the film people‟s belief that the forest surrounding their village is 

inhabited by a mythical race of creatures, who may kill them if they 

trespass, does not prevent some villagers to venture into the dark 

territory, Atwood‟s absolutist patriarchal society does not allow 
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women any opportunity to escape. It is only with the help of a male 

character that Offred is smuggled to Canada, into safety.  

 Just as Offred tries to run away from the theocratic Giledian 

regime, so does Marian – Atwood‟s heroine of The Edible Woman 

(1978) – in trying to escape the commitment of a heterosexual 

relationship (Melley 1996:78). Culpeper (1989) argues that the most 

powerful of social rituals in strengthening the existing power patterns 

within society is the courtship ritual, which he likens to hunting. 

Courting is thus paralleled to a hunting, in which man is the hunter 

and woman the hunted. As the wedding approaches, Atwood‟s 

protagonist Marian MacAlpin comes to consider her fiancé Peter more 

and more threatening to her identity as a woman. When Peter 

describes the gutting of a rabbit, Marian identifies with it and behaves 

like a frightened animal herself. It is the moment when she loses 

control over her body and her feet seem to move without her, as she 

runs away from her fiancé, who hounds her down. Following 

Culpeper‟s (1989) line of thought, this escape would enact one of the 

courtship rituals in which the woman/ bait withdraws in order to flaunt 

the man/ pursuer/ hunter. When Peter reaches her, Marian is 

somewhat relieved at being caught and acts passively, allowing Peter 

to display his authority, as part of the courtship ritual. After their 

arrival at a friend‟s apartment, Marian‟s frightened animal instincts 

surface again, and she hides under the bed expecting Peter to look for 

her. Again, Peter‟s hunter instincts are flattered and he strengthens his 

authority by treating Marian like a child and stroking her hair. Since 

she is really afraid, Marian cannot seem to understand how her flight 

is part of courting and how Peter‟s power over her becomes stronger 

and stronger. Marian‟s sense of anxiety about his threatening power 

recalls the anxiety of the prey cornered by the hunter. Marian‟s flight 

and hiding also suggest women‟s position in a society in which their 

status is established through men, who regulate what women should 

look like, what they should wear, and how they should behave. In 

order to escape the uneasiness of her engagement to Peter, Marian will 

find her escape from this victim position into a relationship with 

Duncan, who is afraid of growing up and becoming a man just like she 

is afraid of entering womanhood. 

Atwood deals with another way of escaping the victim position 

in Life Before Man (1995a), where a female character creates her own 

fairy-tale world, recalling Lewis‟s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. 
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“Lesjeland” recreates the primeval world of the dinosaurs, in which 

Lesje can escape the burden of both past and present. As opposed to 

society, which is ordered by the laws of men, Lesje‟s fantasy world is 

governed by the laws of nature, which teach her that camouflage is 

essential for survival. High up in her tree and safe from any danger, 

Lesje is a mere spectator of the dinosaurs‟ life: 

Lesje is wandering in prehistory. Under a sun more 

orange than her own has ever been, in themiddle of a 

swampy plain lush with thick-stalked plants and 

oversized ferns, a group of bony-plated stegosaurs is 

grazing. […] Closer to her, a flock of medium-sized 

pterosaurs glides from one giant tree-fern to another. 

Lesje crouches in the topmost frond-cluster of one of 

these trees, watching through binoculars, blissful, 

uninvolved. None of the dinosaurs takes the slightest 

interest in her.” (Atwood 1995a:18) 

 

Howells (2005:76) discusses the savagery of Lesje‟s fantastic 

world as a reminder of the savagery latent within the conventions of 

civilized life, patterns of behaviour and gender stereotypes imposed on 

women by a (patriarchal) society. Longing for safety and security, 

Lesje plays the same role of isolated observer in everyday life, too, 

avoiding active involvement in society and achievement in her 

personal life; she finds her protection in the Royal Ontario Museum, 

among dinosaur-bones which do not ask her for anything but her 

attention. 

Unsure about her identity, half Jewish and half Ukranian, Lesje 

wants to remain anonymous – “the next best thing to being invisible” 

(Atwood 1995a:18) –and wears protectively coloured clothing such as 

“denims and subdued classics” (Atwood 1995a:26). She hides her 

appetites and needs (Wilson 2005:194) and is contented with a surface 

relationship with William. His finding out about her relationship with 

Nate and his attempting “to reclaim the disputed „territory‟ of Lesje‟s 

body” (Wilson 2005:196) – as if they were two competitive male 

animals – triggers Lesje‟s reaction and her first step out of the victim 

position by moving out of William‟s apartment and later, by deciding 

to build a family together with Nate.  

When Elizabeth, Atwood‟s other main female character in Life 

Before Man (1995), becomes estranged from her husband, finally 
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losing him to another woman, and when her lover Chris commits 

suicide, she manages to surmount her depression by focusing on her 

children and making sure they would not experience the same traumas 

as she had. To survive and heal her soul after the shock of her lover‟s 

suicide, Elizabeth scatters pieces of fur – symbolic of his profession as 

taxidermist, and at the same time of a furry totemic animal that is 

supposed to guide Chris‟s spirit to the underworld where he too could 

find his rest. Being an opening in the ground, and suggesting both a 

devouring mouth and the uterine cervix, both death and rebirth 

(Morris 1994:206), the ravine is closer to the womb of the earth, and 

therefore, the communion with Mother Nature is stronger felt. 

Simultaneously, the ravine is the natural/ wilderness element trapped 

within the Canadian city and the place where the laws of (modern) 

man no longer apply. It is thus not by chance, that Elizabeth performs 

her private pagan burial ritual above a ravine, suggesting a Native 

American ritual of burial according to which the dead person‟s soul 

was guided towards the netherworld by his/her totemic animal.  

Chris is the absent character in Life Before Man (1995), who 

exists through the other characters‟ representations of him. If all the 

other characters either consider or fake suicide, Chris is the only one 

who actually carries the action out and – in Wilson‟s (2005:182) 

words – stands for the “amputating alienation threatening to overtake 

the characters as well as Canada, the grey-skyed, „morbid nation‟ that 

identifies itself with the dead”. Indeed, Canadian identity seems much 

under the influence of a “ghostly Other” (Edwards 2005:xx), be it the 

Native Americans, killed and pushed into reservations by white 

colonizers, or the immigrants‟ own ethnic identities which they 

brought when they settled in Canada.   

As I have mentioned before, the ravine, similarly to the cave, 

establishes a closer link with Mother Nature and stands for fertility 

and sexuality, for an entrance to the underworld – or, to the 

subconscious, since earth is a devouring element, but at the same time 

an element of (re)birth. The ravine is the place where the city is 

replaced by wilderness, where the laws of society are fissured by the 

laws of nature, the space where the female principle is stronger than 

the male. It is the space which male ordering cannot fully control.  

In Lady Oracle (1977), little Joan is told that ravines are 

dangerous places with strange men that harm young girls. Situated 

under ground level, the ravine also suggests women‟s trapped 
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sexuality and their feeling of constantly being watched/ stalked by 

men as part of their “strongly constituted identity”, while women‟s 

identity is based on being watched (Freud qtd. in Melley 1996:77). 

This “to-be-looked-at-ness” (Mulvey 1975) transforms women into 

“bodies of desire” (Davis in Leitch, 2002:41), i.e. sexual objects, to be 

devoured by the male gaze.  

The descent into the ravine enables Atwood‟s female characters 

to gain more power over their own lives and reassert their identities as 

stronger women, who manage to survive in a society whose rules and 

regulations are laid down by men. Thus in Cat’s Eye (1989), when 

Elaine descends into the ravine, as if into the Underworld and 

experiences near death, she emerges as a stronger personality. The 

metaphor of the ravine as gate to the netherworld is strengthened by 

the creek flowing on its bottom from the cemetery nearby and 

reminding readers of the river Styx that surrounded hell in Greek 

mythology and led the spirits of the dead to their afterlife. Elaine‟s 

protective amulet, the cat‟s eye marble enters her body making her 

assume “cat‟s eye vision” (Wilson 1996:304). Just as the core of the 

marble is surrounded by glass, Elaine no longer allows herself to be 

affected by the others‟ opinion and view of her. It is the moment when 

her inner self begins to grow stronger, but also to lose emotions, as the 

cat‟s eye marble enters her own body and symbolically freezes her.  

Trying to get the hat which Cordelia threw into the ravine, 

Elaine falls into the frozen water of the creek and has a vision of the 

Virgin Mary dressed in black, which she will later identify with the 

Mexican Virgin of Lost Things. Black comes to symbolize and 

emphasize the spiritual death of the protagonist, but at the same time 

rebirth and transformation (Benoist 1995:89). In Culpeper‟s (1989) 

opinion, the Virgin stands for Elaine‟s own will, and it is this will to 

live – the survival instinct – which gives Elaine the necessary strength 

to get out of the icy water. The arrival of her own mother overlaps 

with the image of the Virgin in Elaine‟s mind and the vision 

disappears so suddenly that she cannot believe it actually happened.  

Having undergone another baptism, Elaine is now a stronger 

version of her former self, similarly to Achilles, whose mother bathed 

him in the river Styx in order to make him invulnerable. She now 

resembles a „living dead‟, stronger indeed but having no emotions. 

However, just like Achilles had his vulnerable heel, Elaine‟s 

vulnerable point is her artistic vision, which will finally allow her to 
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come to terms with her childhood tormentors. The „mask‟ that she 

takes on now will fall only when she finds enough strength in herself 

and learns to forgive and let go of the ghosts of her past. 

Culpeper (1989) discusses Elaine‟s vision of the Virgin in the 

ravine, when she was only a child, as symbolic of her attempt to 

survive the emotional terrorism of her so-called friends. Later, the 

vision comes to stand for the power to create. It is art and artistic 

vision which help Elaine undergo a healing process of reuniting her 

split identity and reasserting her „I‟ as a woman and artist. 

Elaine‟s final descent into the ravine, after she has forgiven her 

childhood tormentors, may be paralleled to a return to the womb of 

the Great Goddess or Earth-Mother, which enables Elaine to be 

reborn, to recover emotion and thus heal her split identity. The bridge 

is present, reminding of a connection between present and past, body 

and spirit, the relationship between shape and the shapeless, what is 

present and what is lacking – in other words, Elaine and Cordelia. 

The ravine and its withered vegetation are metaphors of the 

characters‟ numbed inner selves. In The Edible Woman (1978), 

Marian and Duncan descend into the ravine that fissures the city, as if 

into an underground space: 

 they were off the sidewalk now, slithering down the 

road towards a fence; there was a yellow and black 

chequered sign  that said „Danger‟. She was afraid 

they would go splintering through the wooden fence 

and hurtle over an unseen edge […]. (Atwood 

1978:272) 

 

The aridity of vegetation, “stiff dried branches, […] skeletons of 

anonymous grey plants” (Atwood 1978:273), parallels on the outside 

the characters‟ inner barren mental and emotional state (Staels 

1995:30). As they stand on the verge of the “huge, roughly circular 

pit”, Marian becomes afraid and no longer wishes to explore the 

depths of the earth (as metaphor of her soul): 

It seemed wrong to have this cavity in the city: 

the ravine itself was supposed to be as far down 

as you could go. It made her suspect the white 

pit-bottom also; it didn‟t look solid, it looked 

possibly hollow, dangerous, a thin layer of ice, 
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as though if you walked on it you might fall 

through (Atwood 1978:274). 

Marian remains under the power of patterns that give her a feeling of 

safety, but leave her stuck in the present; therefore, the ravine 

experience does not lead to an immediate redefinition of her identity 

for the future. She will achieve a new identity once she realizes that 

she does not want to turn into a stereotypical feminine body to be 

consumed by men, and she consumes herself through the cake she 

makes as an image of herself. 

In their asserting new identities, or re-membering split selves, 

Margaret Atwood‟s characters frequently relate to the natural world as 

a protective place, which enables them to reconnect and even identify 

with the archetypal Earth Mother and reject the patriarchal order of 

things (namely the stereotypes and patterns of behaviour imposed on 

them – Surfacing), a place where life-changing experiences take place 

(Cat’s Eye, Lady Oracle, The Handmaid’s Tale, Oryx and Crake), or 

where they can escape from the pressures of city life and the laws of 

men (Life Before Man), and finally, a reflection of the character‟s fear 

of annihilation by patriarchal ideas of womanhood and her numbed 

inner self (The Edible Woman). 
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Abstract 

 
The“Others of the World,” as fashionable critical terminology puts 

the Native Communities of America and beyond are no more silent. 

Searching for a place beyond the Western concepts of theory and 

literary canon, Native American authors like Momaday and Leslie 

Marmon Silko have brought the pride back to the tribes.This paper 

is an attempt to find out and foreground the use of community 

myths and legends by two very prominent exponents of Native 

Fiction in their masterpieces namely Ceremony by Leslie Marmon 

Silko and House Made of Dawn by N.Scott Momaday for the 

purpose of recreating an identity, personal as well as social which 

have been lost in the lanes of colonization. Using the genre of 

fiction, Silko and Momaday tell their own stories as it is in flesh 

and blood, the stories of their families and their communities. And 

writing in the language of the colonizer they want to set the record 

straight and rewrite history, the contaminated White history. 
 

 ملخص 
 

مصطمح نقدي حديث يوضح كيف أن  (  Others of the World)"آخرو العالم"
صبح ليا صوت يسمع، بحثا عن مكان خارج المجتمعات المحمية في أمريكا وخارجيا أ

المفاىيم الغربية النظرية، و يساىم كتاب محميون من أمريكا مثل موماداي ولسمي 
ىذه الدراسة ىي محا ولة إليجاد كيفية استعمال  .مارمون سيمكو في إستعادة فخر القبائل

برازىا من طرف كاتبين شييرين ك جميا في خيرة إذ بدا ذل  ,خرافات المجتمع وأساطيره وا 
 اليدف . "House Made of Dawn"و  "Ceremony"أعماليما األدبية خاصة

 بإستعماليما .االجتماعية التي أىدرىا المستعمر،  المتوخى ىو إعادة بعث ىويتيم
 .لمرواية، يروي كل من سيمكو و موماداي قصصيم الشخصية كما ىي عمى حقيقتيا
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تعماليما لمغة المستعمر، أرادا في كتاباتيما بإس .لعائمة والمجتمع تتعمق با قصص
عادة كتابتو أي التاريخ المسمم  الذي ىو نتاج الرجل األبيض   .تصحيح  التاريخ وا 

 

       What makes a Text a landmark in the literary history of a Nation? 

Is it merely the repetition and continuation of a particular form or 

style? Does it function merely with the motif of documenting the 

contemporary times and trends? And what is it that would qualify a 

text to claim landmark position in the literary history of the United 

States? If we assume that a literary text acquires the position of a 

Landmark Text when it works at the dual levels of popular 

recognition and aesthetic innovation and all the while keeps with the 

tradition and values of the community it represents, then N.Scott 

Momaday started a new era and a new world order by winning the 

1969 Pulitzer Prize for fiction. The “Others of the World”, as 

fashionable critical terminology puts the Native Communities of the 

world, are no more silent. Searching for a place beyond the Western 

Concepts of theory and literary canon, Native American authors like 

Momaday and Leslie Marmon Silko have brought the pride back to 

the tribes, by telling us their side of the story and thus reestablishing 

their own collective identities as a race and culture. 

        The rise of the Postcolonial Voices across the globe in hues and 

colours as varied as the communities and peoples who have raised 

them has redefined and unsettled all previous isms. The potent anti-

colonial insurrections of the last hundred years have raised doubts and 

questions for the collective global future: What does Postcolonialism 

mean for the “colonizer” and the “colonized”? Is it used and misused 

merely with the motif of reproducing structures of domination 

(racism, sexism, homophobia etc) within the third world? Or does it 

on the other hand, signify the first world‟s anxiety about its own 

decentred status? Why is it that the „marginal‟ are trying to make their 

voices heard; voices, which range from the hyphenated communities 

of the First world to the lost tribes of the First Nations? The focus of 

my paper thus is the search for a national/cultural identity in such 

difficult times. I would like to argue here that any statement of 

identity is an assertion of difference and an exhibition of community 

pride, pride that lets these existing and conceived communities live 

with dignity. 



 El-Tawassol n°18 Juin 2007 

 
 

  

         Drawing heavily upon the Laguna tradition of storytelling and 

by her sensuous use of language, Silko, in her novel Ceremony 

explores the mindscapes of Tayo, the protagonist who as a World War 

II veteran, is desperately trying to reconnect with the land and its 

Peoples as well as the Lost World…the community, its life, and 

rituals included. N.Scott Momaday‟s ground-breaking novel House 

Made of Dawn as a multilayered text deals not merely with Abel‟s 

confused struggle to reappropriate his individual past but also with the 

Kiowa author‟s search for a collective history, the hunt for a „home‟. 

Rejecting the dual choices of assimilation or destruction offered to 

them by the colonizing powers, these authors, in their roles as 

representatives of their respective communities, also become aware of 

their own “ethnic consciousness” through the process of writing. 

        Leslie Marmon Silko‟s Ceremony, along with being an 

authoritative text of the Land and the People, is also highly illustrative 

of the Native traditions of orality thanks to its fragmented memories, 

aural and oral qualities and the cyclical nature of family legacies. 

Silko‟s style in this novel is to repeat phrases, thoughts and actions 

over and over, wrapping one story unto the next. The stories are so 

unique to the culture and traditions of the Laguna that it foregrounds 

the pain within. Each of the stories has their own pain, their own 

lessons. Sometimes she lets us know the end of the story, sometimes 

one can only guess. She paints a picture of the White Man as a 

sadistic, self-centred and more importantly, self-destructive force who 

has crushed the spirits of her People. Even worse, the White Man has 

violated Mother Earth, because to hurt the Earth is to destroy oneself: 

              The people had been taught to despise themselves because 

              they were left with barren land and dry rivers. But they were 

              wrong. t was the white people who were suffering, as thieves 

              do, never able to forget that their pride was wrapped in 

              something stolen, something that had never been, and could 

              never be, theirs (204) . 

 

         The damage thus caused to those who have been colonized is 

platformed by Silko through her focus on how one individual has been 

affected, and just as the novel chooses to focus on certain effects and 

issues of colonization, so I choose to focus on those of a lost identity, 

language, history and culture. As David L.Moore suggests, in Silko‟s 

Novel Ceremony, Laguna myths weave allegorically through the 
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personal and cultural healing of Tayo, a mixed-blood Laguna Pueblo 

veteran of World War II. America‟s perception of and relationship 

with Native Americans are detailed through the half-White, half- 

Native American protagonist of Silko‟s novel, Tayo and his 

experiences of the two cultures and two worlds he resides in. 

         Having returned from the horrific scenes of   World War II, 

Tayo suffers from a strange illness and a terribly devastating memory. 

Torn between the White and the Native World, Tayo must come out 

of his nightmares to live a life of belonging. And his cure lies, as 

family and friends suggest, not in the “white walls” of the Army 

hospital, but in the age-old ceremonies of the community. He must 

witness the convergence of life and truly understand the cyclical 

nature of his emotions and the events that he has experienced. The 

history and the wisdom of the people are expressed through stories 

and beliefs: What she said: the only cure I know is a good ceremony, 

that‟s what she said (3). 

         Like the author, the protagonist, Tayo, is also a mixed-blood 

from an influential family in the community, which as Alan Velie has 

pointed out, “meant being different from, and not fully accepted by 

either the full-bloods or the whites”(106). Searching for the identity 

that has been long lost, Tayo seeks answers from the community and 

for the community. Tayo suffers because he does not „know‟. His 

illness results from the separation of the ancient unity of person, 

ceremony and land and he will be cured only when he recognizes this 

unity. Hereupon, I am reminded of Momaday‟s The Way to Rainy 

Mountain in which he writes about the impact land can have on 

individual personality: 

             All things in the plain are isolate; there is no confusion of  

             objects in the eye, but one hill or one man. To look upon  

             that landscape in the early morning,with the sun at your back, 

             is to lose the sense of proportion. Your imagination comes to  

             life, and this, you think, is where Creation was begun (5). 

 

        Using the Native tradition of storytelling and oral tradition, Silko 

further emphasizes the role of land in her cultural lineage: 

              they had seen what the white people had made from the 

              the stolen land. It was the story of the white shell beads 

              all over again, the white shell beads, stolen from a grave  

              and found by a man as he walked along a trail one day […] 
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              He could not eat, and he could not work. He lost touch with 

              the life he had lived before the day he found the beads (169). 

 

        A very integral aspect of Silko‟s Ceremony is her belief in words 

and language as powerful weapons of time- past, present and future. 

She believes that English, the language of the colonizer, makes the 

People powerless. But, alternately it also gives the power of 

presenting the Native world view and thus reapproapriating their way 

of life. Ceremonies are sacred and ceremonies use a language of their 

own. The Navajo and Laguna ceremonies, described in the novel, as 

other Native communities used words in the form of chants and songs 

to extract and utilize the power of these words: 

               He stood up. He knew the people had a song for the sunrise. 

Sunrise ! 

We come at sunrise. 

to greet you. 

We call you 

at sunrise. 

Father of the clouds 

You are beautiful 

at sunrise. 

Sunrise! 

             He repeated the words as he remembered them, not sure if 

             they were the right ones. But feeling they were right, feeling  
             the instant of the dawn was an event which in a single moment 

             gathered all things together- the last stars, the mountains tops, 
              the clouds, and the winds celebrating this coming…. He ended 

             the prayer with “Sunrise” because he knew the Dawn People 

             began and ended all their words with sunrise (182). 

 

        The connection which Silko made between land and human 

identity is a crucial thread, prominent throughout her novel and in 

doing so fostered a sense of harmony with the Mother earth. The land, 

at the centre of the spider‟s web, thus came to be associated with 

human identity. Land, as a creation of the imagination of the Thought 

Woman is again connected with the explanation given by the old 

people to a consequence of the white people‟s destroying the earth for 

uranium mining. Critic Jim Ruppert quoted Silko in an interview with 

Suntracks: 
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               That‟s how you know, that‟s how you belong, that‟s how you         

             know you belong….if the stories manipulate you into              

              them….In a sense, you  are told who you are, or you know           

              who you are by the stories that are told about you (242). 

 

        On a paradoxical level, in Ceremony, the blood “Cousin-brother” 

Tayo reenacts a contemporary variant of the old twin myths, 

reasserting the need for idiosyncratic pairing a full blood, Rocky, who 

imitates and dies for whites, a half-breed who gaps the two, accepted 

in neither, surviving. 

        Furthermore, the paradox is also established in the fact that these 

marginals, the neglected People of the land, are used up and thrown 

away after a time of crisis. They are drafted to fight for the country 

that stole their land, at the same time they are expected to be patriotic, 

loyal and ever willing to die for America. Such discrimination may 

lead one to doubt how just the “land of the free” is in terms of their 

treatment of Native Americans: 

              an old white woman rolled down her window and said 

              “God bless you, God bless you”, but it was the uniform, 

               not them she blessed (41). 

                      

         The trail of tears serves as a constant, historical reminder of the 

mistakes the American government has made. Conversely, as James 

Ruppert puts it, when Silko has Tayo realize that the path back to 

harmony with the Land and Laguna culture requires that Tayo live 

again in the multiple present moment and that he must rely on the 

Laguna language, whose grammar subtly implies a world where the 

past and future coexist(83). Linguistically always in the present, she 

voices a perception of time and linguistic distinctions that arise out of 

traditional Laguna culture:  

              He knew then why the old times could only speak of 

              yesterday and tomorrow in terms of the present moment: 

              the only certainty: and this present sense of being was  

              qualified with bare hints of yesterday or tomorrow (192). 

 

         The celestial laughter Silko calls forth by her ceremony shows 

that the Native Indian civilization is living and has the potential to 

transform English culture. The path Tayo takes to return from his 

showdown with Emo to the Pueblo is apparently designed to 
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accommodate the further transformation of Tayo‟s individual life into 

a fuller representation of the life of the People. The consciousness that 

returns to the Pueblo after Tayo undergoes the ceremonies with the 

help of old Betonie, then, is a shared one. Tayo but also Ts‟eh, Josiah, 

Rocky and others are in a sense, coming “home”. As Lavonne Ruoff 

has argued, Silko emphasizes the need to return to the Keres rituals of 

and oral tradition of the past in order to rediscover the basis for one‟s 

cultural identity. Only when this is done is one prepared to deal with 

the problems of the present Silko demonstrates that the rituals and 

traditions have survived all attempts to eradicate them and that the 

seeds for the resurgence of their power lie in the memories and 

creativeness of her people (15). In a striking metaphor, the text also 

speaks of Tayo‟s tongue having become “dry and dead, the carcass of 

a tiny rodent” (15). A power of words as well as body seeks recovery, 

opines A. Robert Lee (279). 

         Using the half-Mexican, half Laguna Betonie‟s wisdom of the 

world and the age-old traditions of the land, Tayo comes to a path of 

recovery. Within the context of this larger pattern of 

redemptive/regenerative rediscovery of the People‟s power (when 

rightly and delicately aligned with the old ways) to make things 

happen, we can see Tayo functioning as a sort of eponymous 

representative of the People; his ceremony, when successfully 

completed, will bring the People, as well as himself as a delegate of 

the people, back into graceful circular balance with the external 

world. To do so, Tayo must go and actively seek out the force, align 

his own identity with it, and then bring his own renewed identity back 

to the community. To quote from David L Moore, “Relational identity 

is both the structure and the substance of his ceremonial role, whereby 

Tayo takes the responsibility for the relational dynamics of his own 

will, the rain, the land, the people. This mythic ecology, which revives 

Tayo and which Tayo revives, is not a static structure”(377). The half-

breed Betonie‟s advocacy for changes in the ceremonies helps Tayo 

visualize and comprehend the boundarylessness that had so troubled 

him: 

             He cried the relief he felt at finally seeing the pattern, 

             the way all the stories fit together-the old stories, the 

             war stories, their stories- to become the story that was 

             still being told. He was not crazy; he had never been  

             crazy. He had only seen and heard then world as it 
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             always was: no boundaries, only transitions through  

             all distances and time (258). 

 

        An equally engrossing tale of a search for identity, N. Scott 

Momaday‟s widely appreciated novel House Made of Dawn is the 

story of a Kiowa Indian boy‟s search for self. Momaday has not 

merely appropriated the cause of his People through his writing in this 

novel but also presented and brought forth never-before known myths 

and legends of the Kiowa Community. On a deeper level, he has 

attempted to appropriate the follies of history, to resurrect the 

mutilated race and show the pride of the community to the world. 

        House made of Dawn, Momaday‟s masterpiece and one of the 

most appreciated novels in Native American Literature, is the story of 

Abel, an illegitimate son of a Tanoan Mother and an unknown father, 

probably a Navajo. On his return from World War II, Abel is already 

lost in the lanes of alcoholism and the path ahead does not at all seem 

easy. Abel, unlike some critics have argued, is not merely a Noble 

Red Victim of the heinous forces of America but a representative of 

the Native‟s search for identity and the community‟s search for the 

lost pride. 

         As Silko‟s Ceremony brings forth the solution in finding out the 

age-old witchery as the cause of all destruction and misunderstanding 

among the Natives and Whites, Momaday‟s House made of Dawn, 

while dependent on as well as inspired by the traditional sources of 

myths, legends and stories, also talks about the American ideals of 

life. A very close reference to another American text of great 

importance, Arthur Miller‟s Death of a Salesman, is found in this 

novel:  

              But Milly believed in tests, questions and answers, words 

              on paper. She was a lot like Ben. She believed in Honour, 

              Industry, the Second Chance, The Brotherhood of Man, 
              the American Dream, and him-Abel; she believed in him (107). 

Is this the Ben of Miller‟s Salesman? The Ben who was an 

impersonification of the American Dream? 

       Coming back to the focal point of my discussion, Abel‟s 

mysterious ways are perhaps best explained by his sense of 

confusion…to be part of the White World or to go back to a life in the 

lap of the community, to quote a phrase from Theo D‟haen‟s essay in 

his Shades of Empire:In Colonial and Post-colonial Literatures “a 
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confrontation between the colonized and the colonizing culture”(12). 

Dealing with the history of a dislocated Kiowa, Abel, caught in the 

wake of World War II between a contemporary Los Angeles and 

tribal memories, Momaday‟s House made of Dawn serves as a 

representative text of a shocked, hallucinatory, wordless individual on 

the surface and a community within. 

         According to Norman R.Cary, “the concept of  “othering” 

comes into play when the Other‟s cultural discourse is perceived as 

empty, valueless or inferior, a rationalization that facilitates the 

projection onto the Other of the discourse of one‟s own culture and 

values. Indigenous religions were regarded as idolatrous, devilish or at 

best preparatory to the superior revelation of Christianity”(170). This 

serves as a great cause for rebellion against the colonizer for he was 

now trying to take away the People‟s lifeline, their spirits, their stories 

and their traditions and thus all that was left with the community: 

             It was as if, conscious of having come so close to extinction, 

they had got a keener sense of humility then their  

benefactors, and paradoxically a greater sense of pride…. 

They had acquireda tragic sense, which gave to them as a race 

so much dignity and bearing (16). 
 

         Language and nationality are the central determinants of a living 

culture. And when language dies, it leads to the death of a Nation. 

Writing though in the colonizer‟s language, i.e. English, Momaday is 

hence conscious of his own heritage and takes up his case in the novel 

by talking about patterns in the language:  

 They have a lot of words, and you know they mean            

something, but you don‟t know what, and your own words 

are no good because  they‟re not the same; they are different, 

and they are the only words you‟ve got. Everything is 

different, and you don‟t know had to get used to it (158). 

 

        Again when Abel laments his distances from the Peoples, he is 

saddened by the thought that he is unable to understand his 

grandmother‟s prayers: 

  I did not always understand her prayers; I believe they were 

  made of an older language than of ordinary speech. There   

was something inherently sad in the sound, some slight   

hesitation upon the syllables of sorrow (133). 
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Despite all the tortures the community is subjected to by the whites, 

the author believes that as “In the Word there was the beginning”(98), 

so the White Man will “perish by the Word”(95) because he has 

disregarded the power of words. 

         House Made of Dawn can be termed as a sociological story in 

which Abel, the insider outsider, the returned war veteran, 

experiences a loss of whatever clear sense of identity he had as a 

young man and thus as per the standards of society, fails to come to 

terms with life. As observed by James Ruppert, he is torn between 

two worlds and defeated by the social forces that push him to war, to 

jail and to relocation in the city (82). The story is striking in its 

message as it works on the twin levels of reflecting on the Native 

American tradition in the context of both the social as well as the 

individual. 

           Momaday is of the view that “the Indian conceives of himself 

in terms of the land.His imagination of himself is also and at once an 

imagination of the physical world from which he proceeds and to 

which he returns in the journey of his life “(72). Land is an important 

element in Momaday‟s novel as it is in Silko‟s Ceremony .It is land, 

which gives some sense of, even though very fragmentary, identity to 

the war-returned and alienated Abel. As Barbara Strelke very aptly 

suggests, “While he walks the land, Abel recalls incidents from his 

past. These remembrances form fragment of Abel‟s identity, 

fragments which he can not piece together to make a whole”(350). 

          The process of alienation takes place early in an Indian child‟s 

life, half-breed or full blood, Tayo or Abel, when s/he is sent to 

school. They are taught little of their culture and history. All 

education does to the Indian child is to make her/him a loser, at home 

and at school. If the child does not behave, speak and think like a 

white, middle-class child or tries to resist it, s/he becomes a failure at 

school. And if the Indian pupil does assimilate, s/he is bound to 

become a failure as an Indian. Whatever the case, s/he loses. This 

problem is also dealt with much detail in Ceremony as well as House 

Made of Dawn. From the point of view of the narrator in Momaday‟s 

novel: 

             But you know, Tosamah doesn‟t understand either. He 

             talks pretty big all the time, and he‟s educated, but he does 

             not understand (148). 
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           The idea of a Native Consciousness to regenerate the lost pride 

among the Peoples is also an agenda in Momaday‟s work. And in 

doing so, he plays with words to foreground the „reality‟ of his 

people, taking them out of the walls of fiction and making them more 

real. He does not claim his People, as much as he does not about Abel, 

to be uncontaminated creatures from a different and far-off world. 

While agreeing that the people have their own follies, Momaday 

makes it a point to ascertain the „uniqueness‟ of his tribe and his 

Peoples and this is what Abel, the protagonist also searches for: 

           Their invaders were a long time in conquering them; and 

 now, after four centuries of Christianity, they still pray in  

 Tanoan to the old deities of the earth and sky and make their 

 living from the things that are and have always been within 

 their reach; while in the discrimination of pride they acquire 

 from their conquerors only the luxury of example. They have 

 assumed the names and gestures of their enemies, but have       

            held on to their own, secret souls, and in this there is a              

            resistance and  an overcoming, a long outwaiting (58). 

 

         As noted by Singh and Schmidt, “the dialogue between the 

ethnic self and the dominant culture is a significant part of the process 

by which both the individual and the group confront the socio-

political challenges in American life”(29). Almost all of the Native 

American characters in House Made of Dawn are headed towards 

spiritual suicide, though Abel serves as the primary example. His 

confusion about the White Man‟s world is symbolized by his view of 

the prison where he spends six years for killing the Albino: 

              The walls of his cells were white, on perhaps they were gray  

              or green; he could not remember. After a while he could not  

              imagine any thing beyond the walls except the yard outside, 

              the lavatory and the dining hall or even the walls, really.        

              They were abstractions beyond the reach of his                       

             understanding; not in themselves confinement-but symbols of  

             confinement. The essential character of the walls consisted     

             not in their substance, but in their appearance, the bare one-      
             dimensional surface that  was white, perhaps or gray, or green (97) . 

Even amidst all the chaos he finds a reason to live and get back his 

identity while he does the preburial rituals of his grandfather and that 

is what we call hope. 
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            If Momaday‟s magic lies in his form and content interlock and 

in an end that is not entirely grim as Abel finds himself back in the 

center of the tribe, however difficultly, Silko‟s novel, with a beautiful 

intermingling of prose and poetry in a circular narrative fashion, tells 

us that the origin of evil is not the White race but an age-old witchery 

created by the tribes themselves. 

            Both the novels are connected in a sense that the protagonist in 

both these stories is a World War II veteran who comes back home to 

find no home and no sense of security. Tayo believes that his actions 

have had far-reaching effects for his community and hence he must 

regain his lost “home”. Abel too, feels for his community and tries, 

even though very subtly, to gain the pride back. Contrary to the views 

expressed by earlier critics, I believe that though the solution provided 

at the end of both the novels may not be categorized as altogether 

bright and beautiful, there is a hope that the stories could continue, 

that the tradition is alive and would remain so. 

           I agree with A. Robert Lee when he says that “Tayo‟s 

Ceremony signifies a restoration, the self against odds reintegrated 

back into the curative wheel of his People‟s history, “the old dialect” 

of the Laguna as the novel calls it” (280). And I find it especially 

interesting to see where House Made of Dawn ends- Abel runs and as 

he runs, he sings the Navajo prayer song. He finds himself back in his 

own culture and is no more ashamed of his tribal ancestry. 

           Ultimately, using the genre of fiction to tell their own stories 

and writing in the language of the colonizer, i.e. English, Silko and 

Momaday work as the dual functionaries of mediators to the outside 

world, White or otherwise, and more importantly, as keepers of their 

own aboriginal traditions. Underneath all these serves another 

ideological objective: to set the record straight and rewrite history, the 

contaminated White history…. to overcome the injustices of the past, 

diffuse the damages done and salvage the pride of a demonicized 

culture.  
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Abstract 

 
A critical analysis of The God of Small Things* reveals that 

Arundhati Roy, through her female protagonists vividly portrays 

the problem of alienated self. She examines with her keen 

sensitivity and perception the sufferings and problems of women in 

marriage, who feel completely entrapped, depressed, oppressed, 

suppressed and doomed to the care of husband and home. The 

quintessence of Roy’s argument is that only when men influenced 

by the values of feminism replace power with pleasure, 

competitiveness with co-operation, individualism with community 

and transcendence with the joys of living and re-order their 

priorities accordingly, can the world really change.  

 

 :ملخص 
 

كيفية  The God of Small Thingsفي تحميل نقدي لرواية  تكشف هذه الدراسة
من خالل الشخصيات  إلشكالية الذات المعزولة (Arundhati Roy)معالجة الكاتبة 

تتناول الكاتبة المشاكل التي تعانيها  و ،و دقة المالحظة اإلحساسبكثير من  ،األنثوية
اضطهاد شعر بأنها في فخ تعاني من حالة إحباط و ذلك أنها ت ؛المرأة في الزواج

بقيم الرجال ع لم لما هو أحسن إال في حالة تشبو في نظر الكاتبة، لن يتحول العا.الزوج
و   والتنافس بالتعاون بالمتعة (. حينها، القوة تستبدلfeminism) األنثوية" نظرية "

 الفردية باإلحساس باالنتماء إلى المجموعة.
 

Indian English fiction constitutes an important part of the world 

literature today, and women novelists have made significant 

contributions to it. Arundhati Roy has emerged as the most significant 

novelist on the contemporary literary scene. She won Britain‟s 

premier book prize, the Booker Prize
1
 in London on October 14, 1997 

for her first novel The God of Small Things and became the first non- 
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expatriate Indian author and the first Indian woman to win the Booker 

Prize. 

The novel is a story of one much fractured family seen from the 

perspective of seven-year-old Rahel. The family is unhappy in its own 

way, and through flashbacks and flash-forwards, it unfolds the secrets 

of the characters‟ unhappiness. As it is pre-eminently a novel by a 

woman about a woman seen through the eyes of a woman, so one of 

the theme presented in this novel certainly, by and large, be feminine 

one. The present paper aims  at exploring the voice of female 

alienation in The God of Small Things and examines the structure of 

despair that emerges out of a feminine discourse on the sad tale of a 

hapless woman seen through the eyes of her daughter. 

Arundhati Roy has created three generations of men and women 

in the world of The God of Small Things. Baby Kochamma and Father 

Mulligan represent the generation born in pre-independence Kerala. 

Mammachi and Pappachi also belong to the same generation. They 

have sometimes impulses and urges that defy the age-old norms of 

patriarchy but they are not able to make a decisive choice and have 

their way in a largely traditional society. Margaret Kochamma and 

Ammu represent the intermediate generation that defies the dominant 

sexual norms of the time and the latter in particular, pays a heavy 

price for doing so. Rahel and Estha represent the contemporary 

generation born in post-independence India that doesn‟t seem to have 

any feudal, patriarchal hangover and lives a life free from inhibitions 

and repressions of Syrian Christians in Kerala. 

The structure of the society presented in The God of Small 

Things* is apparently patriarchal and man is the controller of the 

sexual, economic, political, and physical power. There is a very 

sensitive depiction of the way woman suffers due to the sexist bias in 

the patriarchal society, which gives a subordinate position to women 

and always treats them as second-rate citizens. The chief argument of 

Simone de Beauvoir‟s The Second Sex is also that in patriarchy 

women have been forced to occupy a secondary position in relation to 

men, a position comparable in many respects to that of racial 

minorities in spite of the fact that they constitute at least one half of 

the human race. She believes that this secondary position is not 

imposed by natural „feminine‟ characteristics but rather by strong 

environmental forces of social traditions and education which have 

been under the control of men. She says: 
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One is not born, but rather becomes a woman.”
 2 

 

The story of The God of Small Things mainly concerns Ammu, 

who becomes a victim of male-dominated patriarchal society when 

she is not allowed to pursue her studies. She finishes her school 

education the same year that her father had retired from his job at 

Delhi and settles at Ayemenem. Ammu‟s father Pappachi, considers 

the education of women an “unnecessary expense” and so Ammu‟s 

education had suddenly come to a stop. She had no other alternative 

than to come with her father to Ayemenem and wait for marriage and 

meanwhile help her mother with housework: 

Pappachi insisted that a college education was an 

unnecessary expense for a girl, so Ammu had no choice but 

to leave Delhi and move with them. There was very little for 

a young girl to do in Ayemenem other than to wait for 

marriage proposals while she helped her mother with 

housework. Since her father didn‟t have enough money to 

raise a suitable dowry, no proposals came Ammu‟s way (38). 

 

The decision of her father makes clear the society‟s priorities 

that a girl can be given education only if she cannot be given in 

marriage. Marriage, in the eyes of the society, is the summum bonum 

of a woman‟s life as Simone de Beauvior observes, “marriage is the 

destiny traditionally offered to women by society
3
. According to the 

popular Indian myth, woman is paraya dhan i.e. other‟s property 

whose custodians are her parents till the time she is handed over to her 

rightful owner, her husband. The husband in turn feels privileged to 

treat her as his personal property or his possession. Before marriage 

women are brought up strictly according to the traditional codes. The 

moment a girl reaches adolescence, she is reminded of her femininity. 

The double standards and dichotomous attitude which continue to 

operate throughout a woman‟s life start right in her parent‟s home. 

She is prevented from developing her individuality. She is constantly 

reminded by her mother that a girl is destined for man and the one 

who gets the most masculine attention is the luckiest one. A woman in 

a male-dominated society is thus conditioned into the emotional and 

cognitive traits of subordination and dependence
4
.  

When no suitable marriage proposal came in a reasonable time 

for Ammu, she began to grow desperate. At Ayemenem, she felt like a 
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captive lady, fettered to household chores and dull, mechanical 

routine. Her frustration for sudden disruption of education, 

uncongenial atmosphere at home and lack of a viable alternative 

through marriage made her desperate:  

All day she dreamed of escaping from Ayemenem and the 

clutches of her ill-tempered father and bitter, long-suffering 

mother. She hatched several wretched little plans (38-39). 

 

Simone de Beauvior also thinks in similar line that “there is a 

unanimous agreement that getting a husband – or in some cases a 

„protector‟ – is for her the most important of undertakings…. She will 

free herself, from the parental home, from her mother‟s hold; she will 

open up her future not by active conquest but by delivering herself up, 

passive and docile into the hands of a new master
5
. Eventually, one of 

Ammu‟s plans worked. Pappachi agreed to let her spend the summer 

with a distant aunt who lived in Calcutta. In Calcutta, she met a young 

man who proposed to her five days after they first met. Ammu 

accepted the proposal of a man whom she had known so little and for 

such a short time, not because she had really fallen in love with him 

but simply because, in a fit of desperation:  

She thought that anything, anyone at all, would be better than 

returning to Ayemenem (39).   

 

But it soon transpired that she had actually fallen from the frying 

pan into fire. Ammu discovered to her dismay that her husband was a 

“fullblown alcoholic with all of an alcoholic‟s deviousness and tragic 

charm”(40). Disappointment became unbearable when her husband, 

suspended from his job for alcoholism, agreed to his English Boss, Mr 

Hollick‟s demand of sending his “beautiful, young and cheeky” (40), 

and “an extremely attractive wife…” (42) to his bungalow for being 

“looked after” (43). Ammu‟s refusal only aggravated her physical and 

mental torture. Her husband “grew uncomfortable and then infuriated 

by her silence, suddenly lunged at her, grabbed her hair, punched her 

and then passed out from that effort” (42). We may recall the 

observation made by a leading sociologist who said that “Even the 

poorest Indian male is fortunate in having opportunities for releasing 

his impulse to domination and the fury of his frustrated ego, because 

he always has a wife whom he can treat as an inferior”.
6
 The author‟s 

implicit suggestion here is that Indian women can withstand suffering, 
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even torture, but refuse to succumb to immorality against their wishes. 

But when her husband‟s “bouts of violence began to include the 

children” (42), Ammu had no alternative but to break off and come 

back with her twins to the very same place from where she once had 

tried to run away:  

Ammu left her husband and returned, unwelcomed, to her 

parents in Ayemenem. To everything that she had fled from 

only a few years ago. Except that now she had two young 

children. And no more dreams. (42)  

  

When the needs, wishes or individuality of one of the partners is 

ignored then this results in separation. Divorce, as Marilyn French 

says, “like marriage, is morally neutral, it is good; insofar as it ends a 

long-term intimacy, it is to be lamented”
7
. But certainly divorce gives 

freedom to women to get rid of an existence of suffering due to male 

aggression or gender oppression while the traditional-minded women 

accept their „false conditioning‟ into subordination and dependence 

without demur, the sensitive and aware women realize the need for 

individuality and revolt against the established norms by „leaving a 

marriage that had become an emotional waste land‟ for them
8
.  

At the personal level, Ammu was now burdened with the 

liability of two children, who were not really loved by anybody, and 

all her dreams had shattered. Although she loved them, and it was as 

much for them as for her sense of self-respect that she had deserted 

her husband, they were, nevertheless, like millstones round her neck. 

Furthermore, at the familial level, she did not receive any sympathy at 

all. Her father would not believe that “an Englishman, any 

Englishman, would covet another man‟s wife” (42), and to her 

mother, her children were a nuisance. And so far as the society is 

concerned, her situation was a juicy topic. The relatives- near and 

distant- came to see her and actually chuckled at her discomfiture 

while they religiously expressed their lip sympathy, so that “Ammu 

quickly learned to recognize and despise the ugly face of      

sympathy” (43).  

Generally, to have a husband is the greatest blessing for women 

even if he is evil because society recognizes woman only through her 

husband. In India, the blessing for a married woman is always „sada 

suhagan raho‟ i.e. may you never lose your husband. A married 

woman is respected more than a single woman and a separated or 
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divorcee is more or less ostracized or shunned as if she was pollution. 

Instead of showing concern for the agonized lonely woman, the 

society adds fuel to the fire by insisting on the „husband‟ and his 

status, etc. Similarly, at the age of twenty-four, Ammu‟s life came to a 

standstill, nothing to hope for, nothing to happen, only to spend the 

long uneventful days languidly one after another, and her rebellious 

spirit only made her more and more miserable as the days went by. At 

this stage when she knew that she was “already damned” she became 

an “unmixable mix” combining the “infinite tenderness of motherhood 

and the reckless rage of a suicide bomber” (44). She realized that 

though she lived in her parental house with mother and brother, she 

had no “Locusts Stand I” (159). Thus at twenty-four, Ammu had the 

painful realization that “Life had been lived” since she had spoilt her 

“only one chance” by making the irrevocable mistake of choosing the 

wrong man. She became virtually “untouchable” in her home, in her 

family and in the society. The mood of the patriarchal society is 

reflected in the views of Baby Kochamma:  

She subscribed wholeheartedly to the commonly held view 

that a married daughter had no position in her parents‟ home. 

As for a divorced daughter- according to Baby Kochamma, 

she had no position anywhere at all. And as for a divorced 

daughter from a love marriage, well, words could not 

describe Baby Kochamma‟s outrage. As for a divorced 

daughter from an intercommunity love marriage- Baby 

Kochamma chose to remain quiveringly silent on the    

subject. (45-46) 

 

The concept of marriage as a sacrament and an indissoluble 

union is prevailing for centuries, and divorce is considered only a 

male‟s privilege. Woman is seen only in relation to man. She has no 

life of her own as Gilbert and Gubar comment in The Madwoman in 

the Attic, to be selfless is not only to be noble, it is to be dead. But the 

woman who refuses to be selfless and acts on her own initiative 

irritates the society and is unwelcome. The basis for a happy and 

harmonious marriage is the feeling of sharing, equality and true 

partnership. But in the patriarchal division of values, equality is not 

possible because all the superior and positive qualities are attributed to 

man and the qualities associated with woman are considered to be 

inferior. A woman's whole existence is seen in relation to the service 
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she can render to her husband. A more pitiable and resentful phase of 

woman's marginalization thus begins after her marriage. She is never 

recognized as an individual, an equal and a human being with her own 

needs and desires. She is usually seen as an object providing sexual 

pleasure to man, an asset, a decoration piece and a nursemaid to bring 

up the children and to shoulder all the responsibilities of the 

household. In eighteenth century, William Blackstone, a distinguished 

professor of law at Oxford, described marriage as a "civil death" of 

woman. In his Commentaries on the English Constitution (1758) and 

Commentaries on the Laws of England, he states: 
 

By marriage, the husband and wife is one person in law; that 

is, the very being or legal existence of the woman is 

suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated and 

consolidated into that of the husband; under whose wing, 

protection and cover, she performs everything .
9 

 

One of the strong male supporters of women's cause was John 

Stuart Mill. He is right in saying that marriage is the worst form of 

slavery for women. He says that: 

No slave is a slave to the same lengths, and in so full a sense 

of words, as a wife is. 
10 

 

 

Engels in his The Origin of the Family also points out that the 

Latin word “Familia” means the total number of slaves belonging to 

one man. Marriage, he says, is not a “reconciliation of man and 

woman,” but the subjugation of the female in the interest of 

perpetuation of slavery and the private property. Thus, for man, 

marriage means complete gratification on all fronts. He enjoys both 

the worlds of home and of career. It permits him progression and self-

advancement. Since woman becomes his "half" and takes his name, 

his family, his religion and class, she is virtually reduced to the status 

of a "nurse-maid" of the children. Before marriage, woman is made by 

her parents and after marriage, as Balzac puts it, "a wife is what her 

husband makes her"
11

.
 

She eventually finds, as Germaine Greer 

observes, that after marriage her life has "changed radically, but not 

her husband's.” 
12

 

It is interesting from the feminist point of view that although 

Baby Kochamma was a woman, she was not in sympathy with another 

woman- her own kin- when she was in real distress. And Ammu‟s 
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own mother, her “bitter long-suffering mother” also refused to have 

any sympathy for her miserable daughter. The hard fact is that woman 

herself is responsible for the troubles of another woman. In our 

society, it is not only man who suppresses the liberty of woman but 

woman too. Not only mother-in-law and sister-in-law, even one‟s own 

mother may be cruel to her daughter to please those who expect 

complete submission from a woman after marriage. But again, it may 

be attributed to the environment and social set-up in which she is born 

and brought up and to the lack of moral and mental courage to break 

free from the fetters of centuries old rigid conventions. A traditional 

mother always wants her daughter to be good girl and properly 

married. Simone de Beauvoir says that “a generous mother, who 

sincerely seeks her child‟s welfare, will as a rule think that it is wiser 

to make a „true woman‟ of her, since society will more readily accept 

her if this is done”. 
13

      

In Arundhati Roy‟s fictional world, man and woman remain 

only islands and fail to shape up as continents because their 

relationship lacks mutual love, understanding and adjustment. 

Marriages too did not ensure happiness in Ayemenem household. 

Respectable family history coupled with high social position remains 

comfortably divorced from male chauvinism. The novel recounts in 

detail the relationship of Pappachi with Mammachi, his wife. 

Although it is a marriage between homogeneous groups, the 

relationship is devoid of love, and harmony remains but an illusion for 

the family. Lack of love between married partners cuts deep down into 

the psyche of the children. Ammu, Pappachi‟s daughter recollects 

with dread her childhood days in Delhi, where her Entomologist father 

used to act like a bully:  

In her growing years, Ammu had watched her father weave 

his hideous web. He was charming and urbane with visitors, 

and stopped just short of fawning on them if they happened to 

be white. He donated money to orphanages and leprosy 

clinics. He worked hard on his public profile as a 

sophisticated, generous, moral man. But alone with his wife 

and children, he turned into a monstrous, suspicious bully, 

with a streak of vicious cunning. They were beaten, 

humiliated and then made to suffer the envy of friends and 

relations for having such a wonderful husband and         

father (180). 
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Although Pappachi was a high up in the society, a noted 

entomologist in fact, and was seventeen years older than Mammachi, 

he had always been a jealous man. Mammachi was a victim of 

prolonged physical violence. She receives regular beatings at the 

hands of her husband, which increase directly in proportion to the 

degree of success she achieves in her entrepreneurial project, Paradise 

Pickles and Preserves: 

Every night he beat her with a brass flower vase. The beatings 

weren‟t new. What was new was only the frequency with 

which they took place (47-48). 

 

Even in old age “the long-suffering mother” (39) bore the 

“raised, crescent-shaped ridges. Scars of old beatings from an old 

marriage. Her brass vase scars”(166). We notice a streak of 

schizophrenia in Pappachi. He puts up the show of decency and 

sophistication to demonstrate his male ego but his bourgeois mentality 

comes farther when he tyrannizes his wife and child: 

Not content with having beaten his wife and daughter, he tore 

down curtains, kicked furniture and smashed a table        

lamp(181). 

 

In Vienna, when Mammachi took her first lessons in violin and 

her teacher told Pappachi that his wife was exceptionally talented, the 

lessons were abruptly discontinued. A sadist, every night he beat
14 

her 

with a brass flower vase. Mammachi regularly suffered this ignominy 

with increasing frequency till one day Chacko, on vacation, “strode 

into the room, caught Pappachi‟s vase-hand twisted it around his 

back” and said “I never want this to happen again” (48). Mammachi‟s 

physical abuse is stopped by Chacko‟s superior physical power. A 

woman always needs a protector: father, husband or son. This idea 

returns us to the tenets of Manusmriti. Chacko becomes his mother‟s 

saviour in one way but in another, he joins the team of exploiters 

when he transfers the ownership of the pickle factory to his name. He 

turns the venture into a „partnership‟ and his “mother is informed that 

she was the sleeping partner” (57). He begins to refer to it as “my 

factory” (57) and Mammachi despite her initial hard work, is reverted 

to the status of “economically mute.”  
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The Pappachi-Mammachi relationship is also ridden with 

jealousy, violence and hatred. Neither the external appearance of 

Mammachi “beautiful… unusual, regal” (166), nor her talent as a 

successful business-woman succeed in ensnaring Pappachi. On the 

contrary, her flourishing business and growing popularity intensify his 

jealousy and desire for vengeance. The edifice of their marriage 

survives but its spirit crumbles down totally when Pappachi, warned 

against beating, withdraws all communication with his wife:  

He never touched Mammachi again. But he never spoke to 

her either as long as he lived. When he needed anything 

heused Kochu Maria or Baby Kochamma as intermediaries 

(48) .
15

 

  

Pappachi had other ways of insulting his wife also. He never 

allowed Mammachi or anybody of the family for that matter, to sit in 

his car. And when some visitors were expected, he would sit on the 

verandah and publicly sew buttons, which were not really missing, 

only to give an impression to the visitors that his wife neglected him. 

In brief, he completely rejected Mammachi and insulted her in every 

possible way. Marriage, for him, is the male‟s authority over the 

female. Wife is but a slave who can be driven out of the house at his 

will and whose precious possession like piano can be as mercilessly 

broken as the coveted gumboots of his nine-year-old daughter. Even 

his rejection, Mammachi accepted passively and submissively. In 

other words, she accepted the female role model imposed on her by 

the society- docile, submissive, ungrudging, and unresisting. She was 

a typical entrapped female who regards her husband as the inevitable 

oppressor. She was powerless to change things, and she cannot 

express her resentment. The authorial voice, frilled with irony dwells 

on the wife‟s maintenance of decorum after Pappachi‟s death:  

Mammachi pasted, in the family photograph album, the 

clipping from the Indian Express that reported Pappachi‟s 

death… At Pappachi‟s funeral, Mammachi cried and her 

contact lenses slid around in her eyes… Mammachi was 

crying more because she was used to him than because she 

loved him (50).  
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This exposes obliquely the discrepancies between the realities of 

women‟s lives and the images of women promoted by culture. It had 

been possibly because of the trained sensibility, the way she had been 

worked into the feminine role model that she could never appreciate 

the agony of Ammu. Frustrated in love, she was possibly secretly 

jealous of Ammu‟s courage and happiness in love, her fulfilment, 

however brief. Helene Cixous has given some examples of binary 

oppositions corresponding to the underlying oppositions of 

man/woman such as: 

 

Activity/ Passivity  Sun/ Moon   

Culture/ Nature  Day/Night   

Father/Mother  Head/Emotions 

Intelligible/Sensitive Logos/Pathos 
16

 

 

These oppositions are thoroughly imbricate in the patriarchal 

value system, where the feminine side is always seen as negative and 

a source of darkness. Lynne Segal also says “men wield power over 

women through terror”
17

. Man evokes fear in the mind of woman by 

his superior muscular power and by extreme emotional indifference 

and callousness, which make woman so vulnerable. Man thinks that 

woman is everything negative that he is not, and behaves accordingly. 

Velutha, son of Vellya Pappen-was a Paravan who returned to 

Ayemenem after his years away from the home. Ammu knew him 

since her childhood. At Ayemenem, Velutha secretly joined the 

communist party, which promised the salvation for the underdogs and 

one day, by chance, Ammu saw along with her brother and children 

“Velutha marching with a red flag. In a white shirt and mundu with 

angry veins in his neck” (71). The reaction of Ammu, as Rahel 

noticed, was profoundly significant. 

Rahel saw that Ammu had a film of perspiration on her 

forehead and upper lip, and that her eyes had become hard, 

like marbles…  

Like a rogue piece in a puzzle. Like a question mark that 

drifted through the pages of a book and never settled at the 

end of a sentence (71-72) . 
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Rahel wondered. “What had it all meant?” (72). It meant that 

Ammu loved Velutha- heart and soul- for his indomitable spirit of 

protest which she also nursed in her heart but could not voice. She 

hoped that under his careful cloak of cheerfulness, he housed a living, 

breathing anger against the smug, ordered world that she so raged 

against (176). This, coupled with the fact that Velutha was possibly 

the only man in Ayemenem who really loved her children and respect 

her, intensified her fascination for him. A free woman experiences not 

only an awful feeling of disgust, loneliness and futility but she longs 

for companionship and togetherness more desperately than before. 

 However, the attraction between them was vibrantly physical 

as well. Eric Berne also feels that “companionship is a twosome and 

may or may not involve in sex. Companions usually have a certain 

amount of respect and affection for each other
18

. It is perhaps natural 

that Ammu with her trodden youth, oppressed existence and frustrated 

dreams should drift towards Velutha, a Paravan who dared to be so 

un-Paravan like and transgress the “Love Laws”, a representative of 

the oppressed and marginalized and the two tried to seek solace in 

each other‟s warmth. Both had realized this in an epiphanic moment 

of self-recognition. “Centuries telescoped into one evanescent 

moment” (176) when they realized that both of them had gifts to offer 

each other.
19 

 

In that brief moment, Velutha looked up and saw things that he 

hadn‟t seen before. Things that had been out of bounds so far, 

obscured by history‟s blinkers…  

For instance, he saw that Rahel‟s mother was a woman.  

That she had deep dimples when she smiled and that they 

stayed on long after her smile left her eyes. He saw that her 

brown arms were round and firm and perfect. That her 

shoulders shone, but her eyes were somewhere else… He saw 

too that he was not necessarily the only giver of gifts. That 

she had gifts to give him too. 

This knowing slid into him cleanly, like the sharp edge 

of a knife. Cold and hot at once. It only took a moment.  

Ammu saw that he saw. She looked away. He did too. 

History‟s fiends returned to claim them. To rewrap them in its 

old, scarred pelt and drag them back to where they really lived. 

Where the Love Laws lay down who should be loved. And 

how. And how much (176-177).  
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Ammu loves by night the man whom her children, deprived of 

fatherly affection, love by day. In fact, her children, “the twin 

midwives of Ammu‟s dream,” (336) will this to happen. For thirteen 

nights they meet and share their fragile, transient happiness, knowing 

fully well that “for each tremor of pleasure they would pay with an 

equal measure of pain” (335). The “outmoded world-view” and 

“antiquated philosophy” (339) of an age-old tradition crumbles like a 

rejected garbage shell as she links her fate, her love, madness and 

infinite joy to his. They know that they have nowhere to go and no 

future in a society hostile to individuals who violate its “Love Laws” 

and enter into forbidden territory. So they stick to small things, small 

but unbearably precious pleasures. Each time they part, they extract 

only a small promise from each other: “Tomorrow?” In her essay on 

“Adultery in Life and Literature”, Nayantara Sahgal observes that if 

desire for love and truth leads people to extra-marital relations, there 

is nothing wrong or condemnable in it. She says:
 

What is right and what is wrong? What should we do or not 

do? Perhaps both in India and in the permissive West the 

deciding factors before we act, or judge the actions of others, 

should be the aesthetics of a particular situation. Is it guided by 

love and aspiration or greed and gluttony? Is there truth and 

beauty in it or only the desire for gain? 
20

 

 

History takes its toll for the violation of its sacrosanct and 

unchallengeable rules. All hell breaks loose as the nightly trysts of the 

lovers were disclosed by the loyal and superstitious Vellya Paapen, 

Velutha‟s father in a drunken feat and profusely apologized to his 

masters. The touchable community including Ammu‟s family saw it 

as the beginning of the end of the world since the lovers had made the 

“unthinkable thinkable” (256). The wayward daughter was “locked 

away like the family lunatic in a medieval household” (252) and 

Velutha was arrested and charged with the rape of Ammu. The image 

of Ammu locked up or “locked away” (239) represents the triumph of 

patriarchal power and becomes an agonizing motif of the pitiful 

weakness of feminine endeavour. The catastrophic consequences of 

Ammu‟s sexual relationship with Velutha bear out the dictum that 

sanctions hypergamy within well-defined limits: “Superior seed can 

fall on an inferior field but an inferior seed cannot fall on a superior 

field”
21

. Mammachi‟s condonement, rather complicity in facilitating 
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her son Chacko‟s sexual relationship with various “low caste” women, 

which she justifies as being “Men‟s Needs”, contrasts sharply with her 

revulsion on learning about her daughter‟s affair with Velutha. 

Although, Ammu-Velutha relationship is the only perfect kind of 

man-woman relationship, which germinates from the innermost core 

of two human hearts, and the only one that is illustrated with scenes 

resonant with love, sex and feelings of mutual fulfilment:  

Clouded eyes held clouded eyes in a steady gaze and a 

luminous woman opened herself to a luminous man…  
 She danced for him. On that boat-shaped piece of earth. She lived.  

He held her against him, resting his back against the 

mangosteen tree, while she cried and laughed alone. Then, for 

what seemed like an eternity… she slept leaning against him, 

her back against his chest. Seven years of oblivion lifted off 

her and flew into the shadow on weighty, quaking wings… 

And on Ammu‟s Road (to Age and Death) a small, sunny 

meadow appeared. (336-337) 

 

However, it is not a normal alliance for two reasons. Firstly, it is 

an extra-marital bond and, therefore, against the social ethic. 

Secondly, it is against the laws of history. Arundhati Roy subtly 

suggests that even though Christianity survives in India on the 

strength of low caste converts; these converts can never be assimilated 

into the mainstream of Christianity. And hence, a relationship between 

a Christian and a “Paravan” (Untouchable) is bound to be doomed. It 

is for this particular reason that the Ayemenem House acts swiftly. 

The relationship lasts only for thirteen days. While Velutha succumbs 

to stage-managed police brutality “left no footprints in sand, no 

ripples in water, no image in mirror” (216), Ammu succumbs to the 

trauma she is subjected to. The novelist lashed out at the hypocritical 

moral code, which disapproves of such relationship on the basis of 

caste and class as she writes:  

Biology designed the dance. Terror timed it. Dictated the 

rhythm with which their bodies answered each other. As 

though they knew already that for each tremor of pleasure 

they would pay with an equal measure of pain. (335) 
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When Ammu came to know about it, she rushed to the police 

station to meet Velutha and to provide evidence that the charge of rape 

was a concocted one but the treatment that she received at the hands of 

the Station House Officer shows pitiable condition of women in the 

society, particularly when a woman is a divorcee and has dared loving 

an untouchable. Arundhati Roy drops a large hint that the police 

officer knew that he could freely insult this woman without any fear or 

compunction as he had the sanction of the society.    

He stared at Ammu‟s breasts as he spoke. He said…the 

Kottayam Police didn‟t take statements from veshyas or their 

illegitimate children…  

Then he tapped her breasts with his baton. Gently. Tap, tap. As 

though he was choosing mangoes from a basket. Pointing out 

the ones that he wanted packed and delivered. (8)  

  

The officer represented the society‟s attitude to a woman who 

had loved outside the rules of “Love Laws”. Roy directs her anger 

against the police, who advertise themselves for politeness, obedience, 

loyalty, intelligence, courtesy and efficiency. And Ammu‟s brother, 

Chacko had already threatened her with all the authority of a patriarch 

in his own house: 
Get out of my house before I break every bone in your body! (225)  

  

So, having no “Locusts Stand I” anywhere, she had to leave and 

die helpless, sick, alone in a hotel “in the strange bed in the strange 

room in the strange town” (161) where she had gone for a job 

interview, her last frantic effort to make a living in her struggle for 

survival mainly for the sake of her children. She died at the age of 

thirty-one:  

Not old, not young, but a viable, die-able age (161). 

  

Ammu died all alone, surrounded only by her familiar fears. The 

church refused to bury Ammu on several counts. Chacko and Rahel 

took her to the electric crematorium where “the whole of her crammed 

into a little clay pot. Receipt No. Q498673”(163). This was the price 

to be paid by those who aspired to live for love. The tragedy of 

Velutha and Ammu, the price they paid for letting the God of small 

things enter their life was to serve as “a history lesson for future 

offenders” (336).  
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Ammu had been humiliated and cornered by her father, ill-

treated and betrayed by her husband, insulted by the police and 

rendered destitute by her brother. Each of them voiced the patriarchal 

ideology, which commanded that she should have no right anywhere- 

as daughter, wife, sister and citizen. She was no individual to her 

society but just an object, a role necessarily submissive. However, it is 

not the male folk alone that help to perpetrate her tragedy. It is worth 

considering how women act as agents of this society to undo another 

woman. Even women, who have been deprived in their life, cannot 

disturb the society in the least, but rather choose to come down with 

all the unspent force of their frustration on another helpless woman.  

Arundhati Roy here mirrors the social predicament of women in 

India. Life offers little choice for a woman who yearns for happiness. 

The novelist follows the protagonist from the childhood days to 

adolescence, to the experience of marriage, to a loving and caring 

mother to an estranged wife, to a rebel who challenges the hypocritical 

moral stand of the society. A marriage of convenience can be as an 

arranged marriage. If two individuals belonging to the same 

community, identical moral code, fail to sail together happily, the 

relationship forged between two different communities, runs the risk 

of being more fragile. The severest blow to such marriages comes 

from within the girl‟s own family as such marriages rarely get parental 

approval in a traditional Indian set-up like the Ayemenem family. 

Actually, The God of Small Things is a description of how the small 

things in life build up, translate into people‟s behaviour and affect 

their lives. Arundhati Roy herself quoted in Kingsnorth:  

 

The God of Small Things is not just about small things; it‟s 

about how the smallest things connect to the biggest things- 

that‟s the important thing. 
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Résumé 

 
Notre questionnement se rattache en propre, dans ce travail, à 

l’écriture du cadavre encerclé (1) qui se présente comme un espace 

de subjectivation. En effet, cette pièce théâtrale de Kateb Yacine 

donne lieu à des formes et des significations particulières où se 

découvrent à la fois un discours qui dévoie les thèses coloniales de 

dénégation, et tout le travail d’innovation que fait l’écrivain sur la 

langue française. La subjectivation  individualise donc l’énoncé et 

interfère sur le sens qui s’inverse et se renouvelle pour illustrer sur 

le mode poétique et symbolique l’éveil du colonisé et ses 

aspirations de liberté. Autrement dit, la subjectivation met en 

évidence les choix idéologiques et esthétiques de l’auteur, instance 

d’origine et sujet de la parole. La mise en œuvre de procédures de 

stylisation riches de figures à valeur symboliste (métaphore, 

métonymie, synecdoque, chiasme et oxymore), présente la prise de 

conscience du colonisé  suite aux manifestations du 8 Mai 1945, 

comme une renaissance rendue dans la pièce par la métamorphose, 

les mouvements des instances dans l’espace et dans le temps. Bien 

que sanglant cet évènement historique s’inscrit, dès lors, comme 

une étape positive majeure dans le processus révolutionnaire de 

décolonisation. Cette subjectivation du sens correspond donc, ici, à 

une quête de liberté qui se joue à deux niveaux : politique et 

poétique.  

 

Abstract 

 
Our research primarily aims at exploring some insights about the 

writing of Kateb Yacine  play entitled  Le cadavre encerclé  whose 

major feature is to reflect a transformation narrative space that 

represents a source of particular issues to destroy the colonial 
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beliefs underlying the racial thesis of rejection as it serves as a 

springboard to illustrate the writer's inherent and personal 

innovation impact on the french language use. The transformation 

process is vehicled by the play writing in a poetic and symbolic 

way that reflects the colonized people's awakening along with their 

freedom's perspectives. In other terms the transformation process 

provides the evidence of the author's ideological and aesthetic 

conviction. Adding to this the speech figures, writing devices and 

procedures used skillfully with symbolic value such as 

metaphorical language etc... Such techniques contribute to 

rehearse the colonized people's awareness, especially after the 8th 

of May 1945 riots bringing about a renewal emphasized upon by 

the changes occuring in the instances's movement over time and 

space. However, that bloody historical event has been viewed as a 

major positive phase in the revolutionary process of liberation war 

and, the transformation process corresponds in fact, to a quest of 

freedom that managed to bridge the gap between both of the 

political and poetic levels.   

 

          Toute l’originalité de Kateb Yacine réside assurément dans le 

fait qu’en pensant l’Histoire, l’auteur pose une réflexion sur le langage 

qu’il  intègre dans un processus dynamique de subjectivation qui  

renouvelle le sens en l’inscrivant dans une double action. La première 

consiste à parler de liberté dans un contexte qui l’exclue et la 

deuxième à faire de la langue du colonisateur, langue dans laquelle 

s’exercent l’aliénation et la domination, son «butin de guerre », c’est- 

à - dire le lieu privilégié de nouvelles formes d’expression et en même 

temps de  revendication. Les mots de la langue imposée sont pris 

alors, comme dirait R. Barthe, dans une sorte de  « machinerie de 

langage » (3) où ils se trouvent détournés, mieux dévoyés de leur sens 

habituel pour s’ouvrir sur un champ d’action et de signification plus 

large où révolution et innovation, liberté et libération ont partie liées. 

En fait, pour  dire encore comme R. Barthes, les mots ne sont plus ici 

« conçus illusoirement comme de simples instruments », mais « ils 

sont lancés comme des projections, des explosions, des vibrations, des 

machineries, des saveurs » (4). Autrement dit, avec Kateb Yacine, les 

signes sont novateurs et donc porteurs, car subjectivés ; c’est- à – dire 

soumis à un processus d’imagination qui les transforme. Ainsi, ils 

entrent dans une incessante et permanente transmutation d’un sens 

jamais fini, qui continue, devient et se renouvelle. 
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         Dans Le Cadavre encerclé, Le dramaturge fait intervenir les 

évènements historiques du 8 Mai 1945 en superposant au sens premier 

d’autres significations liées à son univers second, celui de sa création 

où la sensibilité, l’imaginaire et le point de vue personnel comptent 

beaucoup.  Notre préoccupation  dans cette analyse consiste donc 

essentiellement à montrer comment est rendue cette subjectivation au 

niveau de l’écriture de la pièce en question et quelles significations 

elle recouvre.          

        La subjectivation du sens est  intensifiée dans le texte. Elle 

touche à des agents importants du discours (personnages, espace et 

temps) et implique plusieurs faits de langue (lexicaux,  

morphologiques, syntaxiques et stylistiques). Par ce biais, le colonisé 

se révèle ambivalent, il est pris dans un mouvement qui va de la mort 

à la vie, de la dysphorie à l’euphorie et du négatif au positif. Ainsi, il 

se charge de critères  dynamiques qui l’opposent à l’état de réalité 

statique instauré par le colonisateur. A partir de là, le discours 

s’investit d’un autre contenu marqué par des indices énonciatifs 

spécifiques, multiples et fluctuants où toute réalité stable et homogène 

est abandonnée en faveur d’un monde transformé, mieux subjectivé. 

Cette mobilité favorise la transmutation du sens  qui situe le texte dans 

l’intersection d’une double lecture qui va de l’échec à la réussite. Le 

monde du colonisé accuse, de ce fait,  une renaissance qui va de paire, 

en vérité, avec l’éveil et la prise de conscience politiques qui ont eu 

lieu suite aux manifestations de 8 Mai 1945. Bien que sanctionné par 

une grande répression et soldé par l’échec,  cet évènement prend ici un 

sens positif.        

Cette prise de conscience et les bouleversements qui l’ont 

accompagné,  sont actualisés dans le texte par trois procédures 

privilégiées : la métamorphose, les mouvements dans l’espace  et les 

projections dans le temps. Ces programmes fonctionnent à travers des 

structures complexes qui font intervenir des faits d’ordre historique, 

politique, social, culturel, et esthétique. 

 

1- La métamorphose – renaissance 

 

    La métamorphose est rendue par le biais des métaphores et des 

oxymores qui intègrent le colonisé au monde naturel, végétal (« grain 

de blé »  (p.17)), minéral (« matière » (18), « flots » (p.19)) et  animal 
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(« fourmi », (20)). De là, il devient « inexpugnable », car il obéit au 

temps cosmique et cyclique caractérisé par la réversibilité et la 

continuité des phénomènes. En se conjoignant aux éléments 

impérissables de l’univers, Lakhdar acquiert donc des qualités de 

durabilité et de pérennité. Autrement dit, contre l’oppression, 

l’instance d’origine fait appel aux lois physiques et cosmiques de la 

destruction – création. Ce cycle mort- vie présume une circularité 

ouverte qui préfigure une reprise, ce qui correspond pour le colonisé à 

un basculement positif de situation. La répétition des mêmes 

structures et figures amplifie le mouvement circulaire du texte qui est 

alors pris dans un jeu de double qui laisse entrevoir une réalité duelle, 

négative caractérisant la situation coloniale, et positive liée au niveau 

profond, celui des rêves et aspirations de Lakhdar et de l’instance 

d’origine, l’auteur qui a vécu et participé à l’évènement. Les deux 

sujets, de l’énoncé et de l’énonciation, se conjoignent dans le 

discours ; « ils forment une double instance conjuguée », dirait J. C. 

Coquet (5). En fait, les instances, projetée et d’origine, entrent en 

interaction pour produire un « je » ambivalent, qui  meurt et pourtant 

renaît. Lakhdar, n’est-il pas ce martyr qui ressuscite ? La résurrection 

du martyr est d’ailleurs largement attestée dans la culture arabo-

musulmane de l’auteur. Dans ce contexte, la mort est  valorisée et 

sublimée. Elle devient une sorte d’exhortation au soulèvement. 

      Cette mort- résurrection se présente alors comme un programme 

de lutte qui permet à l’instance de déjouer, par l’acte créateur, le 

programme de destruction du colonisateur. L’auteur oppose donc au 

discours monolithique et aux actes  hégémoniques de l’oppresseur, un 

contre discours, une contre attaque où il montre par divers procédés de 

stylisation le processus historique transformationnel du colonisé qui se 

pose en sujet polémique et  devient problématique. Du coup, le 

rapport hiérarchique dominant / dominé glisse d’une logique des 

forces vers une logique des places. Le texte inaugure, dès l’incipit, à 

travers la didascalie initiale, cette métamorphose de la renaissance, 

symbole de l’éveil et de l’avènement en cours d’une nouvelle phase 

historique :  

 

 

 

  



 El-Tawassol n°18 Juin 2007 

 
 

  

             « A l’angle de l’impasse et de la rue, une lumière est projetée 

 sur les cadavres qui s’expriment tout d’abord par une        

plaintive rumeur qui se personnifie peu à peu et devient voix, 

la voix de Lakhdar blessé », (p.17).  

 

       « Rumeur » projette l’idée d’une contestation générale qui sera 

renforcée dans la suite du texte par des images de la multiplication et 

du dénombrement signalées par le passage du « je » au « nous » et par 

la métamorphose de lakhdar qui devient « rue » ; lui-même et les 

autres. Le passage du singulier au pluriel est fréquent et important 

dans la pièce et renvoie à l’apparition d’un actant collectif; ce qui met 

en avant la modalité du devoir et la relation d’hétéronomie sur la 

relation d’autonomie. Certes, une valeur propre est accordée à 

l’individu et à son vouloir personnel, toutefois la priorité est donnée 

au groupe d’où la présence nombreuse de personnages anonymes 

collectifs : « le chœur », « la foule », «les passants». Ainsi, les critères 

d’unité et de solidarité sont valorisés et cadrent parfaitement d’une 

part avec la culture de l’auteur qui privilégie la collectivité ; et 

coïncident d’autre part avec sa conception idéologique marxiste qui 

situe l’action de masse à l’avant-garde de tout mouvement libérateur 

et émancipateur. Le sens résulte donc ici de l’interconnexion de 

plusieurs codes différents qui se rejoignent dans le texte au nom d’un 

même principe révolutionnaire.    

         La reprise du terme « voix »dans la didascalie entraîne une 

relance du sens qui confirme par métonymie un retour à la vie et 

confère en même temps à Lakhdar une double fonction : celle de 

l’homme d’action et de porte parole de l’oppression. Le discours se 

transforme en une sorte de performance dialogique où se superposent 

plusieurs voix, celle de l’instance projetée et celle de l’instance 

d’origine qui finalement se ressemblent. Elles partagent le même 

engagement. L’engagement dont il s’agit ici implique un double 

impératif : individuel et collectif (social et politique). De ce côté, 

Kateb Yacine a fait ses preuves ; il a largement participé par ses 

œuvres au processus de libération des peuples.   

         

2- Les mouvements dans l’espace 

        Cette symbolique de la renaissance et donc de l’éveil,  joue 

également aux niveaux des mouvements des instances dans l’espace. 
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Leurs déplacements de bas vers le haut et de l’intérieur  vers 

l’extérieur créent  une topologie spatiale structurée par des valeurs 

opposées mais complémentaires : horizontale / verticale, fermée / 

ouverte. Ces sillonnements génèrent le même  sens, celui de la 

renaissance. Tel le cas de Lakhdar qui émerge du « tas de cadavres », 

pour rejoindre « la rue de Nedjma », son « étoile », à la fois femme, 

emblème  de l’étendard national et espace du haut, lieu de la 

résurrection de l’âme. Et s’il meurt à la fin de la pièce, sa mort n’est 

pas isolée mais elle figure l’épopée, c’est - à - dire l’Histoire de la 

collectivité. Cette dimension épique de la mort affaiblit le sens 

tragique de la pièce. La résurrection est ici récurrente et omniprésente. 

Elle fonctionne dans ce contexte de lutte comme un leitmotiv 

d’engagement. Elle est d’ailleurs l’un des thèmes favoris de la 

métamorphose. Elle marque fondamentalement les structures 

narratives qui se trouvent jalonnées par les mêmes procès 

antinomiques de la descente / élévation (« je rampe /me tenir 

debout», « tombé /onduler plus haut» p.17, « je descends /je 

remonte », p.19, « me voici enseveli /je sors » p.27, « abattu /je me 

relève », p.28). Ces mouvements de bas vers le haut subsument sur un 

plan sémiotique un changement positif de rôle et de position. En fait, 

ils renvoient ici à une renaissance qui se charge et se double d’un 

autre sens, celui de l’éveil.  

         Nedjma est également associée à ces déplacements. Vue sur un 

plan symbolique, elle est ambivalente : céleste et terrestre. Par son 

nom, synonyme d’étoile, elle est associée au monde du haut, symbole 

de l’immortalité et de la liberté. Et par sa fonction de procréation, elle 

se rapproche de la terre – mère, matrice de la création et espace des 

origines premières. Elle s’inscrit, dès lors, comme élément de 

permanence. Le statut de Nedjma – mère est mentionné à deux 

endroits importants de la pièce : en incipit (« mère (…) génératrice de 

sang et d’énergie », (p.17)), et en exipit à travers Ali, le fils qui prend 

la relève de son père, Lakhdar. Sa présence accorde une valeur 

particulière au couple qui donne naissance aux générations et assure 

ainsi la continuité du mouvement.   

         Nedjma est l’instance du renouvellement par excellence.Ses 

déplacements de lieux clos (« la chambre », « l’impasse ») à d’autres 

ouverts, publics et masculins (« la rue », « le café »), soulignent sa 

venue au militantisme. Les procès « quitter » (p.20), « errer», 
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« galoper » (p.21), « courir » (p.30),  et « parler » (p.43) sont les 

indices d’une métamorphose profonde. En rejoignant la rue, aire de 

lutte, Nedjma n’est plus le personnage féminin éploré, du début de la 

pièce, par la disparition de l’amant. Elle bouge, fréquente les lieux 

publics et participe au débat politique. En parlant « au centre de la 

scène » (p.43), Nedjma s’approprie l’espace et la parole qui 

l’affirment dans son nouveau statut de militante. Dès lors, sa quête 

amoureuse se transforme en une quête de liberté, ce qui rejoint les 

idéaux patriotiques de l’amant et ouvre, en même temps, le discours 

sur d’autres formes de luttes sociale et culturelle. A travers elle, le 

combat libérateur devient aussi un combat pour le progrès. Ainsi, à sa 

valeur symbolique et poétique développée dans le roman qui porte son 

nom (6) s’ajoute dans Le Cadavre encerclé une dimension sociale et 

politique qui la définit comme  opérateur du changement. La 

métamorphose de Nedjma se poursuit et se confirme dans  Les 

Ancêtres redoublent de férocité (7) où elle se dévêt totalement de son 

statut de femme maintenue dans une position de dépendance et 

d’exclusion pour montrer des prédispositions de vraie guerrière : elle 

entraîne les filles à la lutte. A ce niveau, on peut parler d’un certain 

féminisme chez Kateb Yacine qui essaie de redéfinir l’importance du 

rôle de la femme dans la société sachant qu’un peuple ne peut évoluer 

et progresser que par l’émancipation de tous ses membres sans 

discrimination. 

         La subjectivation du sens est donc source de renouvellement. Par 

conséquent, l’espace qui était sujet devient, à son tour, objet de  

métamorphose. Ainsi, les lieux fermés du colonisé, actants de la deixis 

négative, sont dotés d’un pouvoir extraordinaire d’ouverture. Ce 

phénomène d’enfermement – ouverture  apparaît dès le titre. Celui-

ci « recrute ses éléments dans le langage » du texte (8),  et confirme 

par sa structure oxymorique, (« Cadavre » / « encerclé »), 

l’avènement d’une ouverture dans l’espace du colonisé.  

        Ce processus annoncé dans le titre, de façon syncrétique et 

symbolique, est repris et amplifié dans la pièce qui conduit à des 

univers macabres et morbides (« tombe, charnier », p. 19, « ville 

morte », p. 27, « sépulture, cimetière », p.30, « fosse », p.31, etc.), 

carcéraux (« cellule, pénitencier, prison », p.47) et aliénant  

(« hôpitaux psychiatriques, p. 62, «l’école »p.22, p.23, p.36). 

L’aliénation  est ici double ; mentale, incarnée par la mère (« la folle 
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évadée », p. 63) et culturelle, représentée par Lakhdar qui vit, par son 

acculturation, un état de dédoublement frisant la folie. Ces 

espaces marqués par la récurrence de la mort, de l’étouffement et de 

l’enfermement, traits typiques à une situation de colonisation, perdent 

progressivement dans le texte leurs caractéristiques logiques pour se 

rapprocher de l’univers maternel et féminin sécurisant. Ils sont alors 

recherchés et convoités. Ainsi, prenant conscience de son aliénation, 

Lakhdar plonge dans les entrailles de la terre à la recherche d’un 

refuge qui prend par un effet de glissement métaphorique les formes 

d’une couche maternelle quasi charnelle : lieu propice à la 

germination et à la cogitation du mouvement révolutionnaire. Cette 

idée se matérialise surtout à travers l’espace de « la grotte » (31), qui 

ouvre par ses formes précisément courbes et souterraines sur l’univers 

de la corporéité. Ces analogies espace - femme reprennent à la page 38 

où l’eau et  la terre se rencontrent. Ce contact fertilisant implique des 

connotations corporelles et physiques, renforcées par 

l’expression « avec toi confondu » qui pose l’existence d’une union 

entre l’homme et cette femme qui se dédouble. Il y a visiblement chez 

Kateb Yacine,  un processus de féminisation de l’espace, mieux  de 

« sexualisation », comme le suppose A. Khatibi (9): 

 «Kateb Yacine sexualise l’espace auquel il se réfère,  c’est  

que  Nedjma est à la fois grotte, source de poésie, de repos  et 

labyrinthe,  c’est-à-dire la longue est  interminable quête de 

désir. »  

                 

        En vérité, cette « longue est interminable quête de désir » met en 

parallèle deux situations qui se confondent : l’amour de la patrie et 

l’amour de la femme. Cela dit, l’espace qui est  considéré ici comme 

un élément, animé, actif, connaît d’autres interactions et 

métamorphoses. Ainsi, les espaces de l’altérité (« l’école », « Paris ») 

se transforment en des lieux  initiateurs ; car s’ils aliènent, ils 

dispensent en même temps un savoir qui désaliène. En effet, bien que 

souvent dépersonnalisante et hégémonique, la langue étrangère est 

devenue, par la force des choses, pour le colonisé un élément 

fondamental de libération et aussi de communication universelle qui 

porte au monde ses aspirations. Dans ce sens, l’altérité se découvre 

pluralité, richesse, ouverture. 
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        La rue qui est, de toute évidence, un mot clé du texte, fonctionne 

dans des parallélismes en série et s’impose comme le centre de la 

scène et de l’évènement. Ainsi, elle est  le lieu de convergence de tous 

les espaces-temps, passés et présents, de lutte et de revendication au 

Maghreb. A travers elle, l’expérience de Lakhdar et celle de l’auteur - 

qui s’est trouvé dans la rue, le 8 mai 1945, mêlé à la foule des 

manifestants- convergent visiblement. En fait la rue, se présente 

comme un lieu chaud qui polarise ; c’est « le foyer de la révolution » 

(10). Plusieurs indices renforcent donc cette présupposition.  

        Les lieux du désoeuvrement (« le café », p.43) et de 

l’incarcération (« la prison », p.47) opèrent à leur tour une conversion. 

Ils deviennent des lieux de mobilisation et d’organisation politique de 

masse. En fait, la lutte est partout, tant à l’intérieur qu’à l’extérieur. La 

prison fut d’ailleurs pour Kateb Yacine, lui-même, le lieu de sa 

métamorphose, ce qu’il appelle ses « illuminations » (11). Deux 

choses extrêmes et essentielles s’imposèrent, dès lors, à lui : « la 

poésie et la révolution » (12). Il faut en appeler, ici, aux propos de 

Lakhdar pour mesurer la profonde métamorphose qui s’est opérée en 

lui dès qu’il pris à cœur le fait colonial : « (…), poisson mort 

insensiblement procrée au-delà des entrailles maternelles, enfanté une 

seconde fois, (…). », (p.28). Cette prodigieuse révélation d’une 

passion où écriture et engagement se confondent, coïncide 

précisément à une nouvelle naissance pour l’auteur qui semble avoir 

compris, lors de son emprisonnement, l’importance d’un lien à établir 

entre ces deux éléments qui vont sceller définitivement son destin 

d’écrivain engagé.   

         De leur côté, les désignateurs toponymiques et déictiques suivent 

un mouvement en spirale allant des lieux réduits à d’autres plus 

larges : de la rue au quartier, aux villes- pays et de ces dernières à 

toute la région géographique (« Casba »-«Alger »-« Constantine »-

« Sétif »-« Guelma »-« Tunis »-«Casablanca » (p.17), « Maghreb » 

(p.29), « Numidie » (p.35)).Ces désignateurs de l’espace maghrébin 

s’enchaînent dans le discours selon un ordre d’énumération et 

d’amplification qui va du particulier au général, du dedans au dehors 

et de l’intérieur à l’extérieur ; ce qui contribue à accentuer cet effet 

d’ouverture. Ces référents spatiaux signifient une même réalité sur 

deux plans : géographique et historique. Le procédé est économique 

pour l’instance qui donne en peu de mots une large représentativité du 
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fait colonial dans la région. L’indétermination de « ici », indicateur de 

la deixis, favorise l’ubiquité du «je » et relativise la référence qui 

s’élargit à d’autres espaces colonisés, mieux à tous les espaces en lutte 

dans le monde, ce qui internationalise le problème. Cette orientation 

permet de redéfinir l’engagement de l’écrivain qui atteint, avec la 

désignation toponymique et déictique, une épaisseur historique 

universelle.  

       

3- Les projections dans le temps 

         Le temps, cet autre indicateur de la deixis, subit, lui aussi, l’effet 

de cette subjectivation. Il passe d’un temps quantitatif de l’évènement 

caractérisé par la clôture, la mesure et le discontinu, à un autre 

qualitatif, celui de l’expérience qui va dans plusieurs sens. Il s’agit là 

d’un « temps pluridirectionnel » (13), analytique et non mesurable, 

proprement subjectivé, autrement dit, inséparable de l’instance de 

discours. Ce temps  marqué donc par une grande mouvance  ouvre le 

présent dysphorique sur plusieurs visées : asymétrique, concomitante, 

rétrospective et prospective.   

        Cette conception temporale donne au présent  un statut 

particulier. Elle le situe au cœur du temps. Non seulement, il est 

«présent- présence » (14), réalité immédiate de l’instance qui 

s’énonce, mais il cumule plusieurs perspectives et époques. Ainsi, il se 

définit par la continuité et la réversibilité qui font état d’une situation 

de recommencement. Il y a là un net rapprochement entre le temps 

cosmique qui est en perpétuel retour et la lutte qui est incessante. La 

quête des ancêtres est suivie par celle des fils qui assurent le fil 

permanent de la révolte. Le présent est ainsi pris entre le passé en tant 

que source de référence et le futur, lieu du changement. Il s’agit là, en 

vérité, d’un présent plein, dense, « à double orientation » (15) qui 

déborde l’acte d’énonciation pour embrasser  la réalité dans ses 

différents aspects et niveaux. Il est, comme dirait Emile Benveniste, 

« proprement la source du temps » (16). 

 Par ces passages permanents d’une visée à une autre s’instaure un 

temps non borné et donc ouvert et continu qui évolue en s’enroulant 

sur lui-même créant une déchronologisation qui centre l’évènement 

sur un versant de subjectivation. Cette temporalité en mouvement 

répond, ici, à une conception optimiste qui s’oppose à la structure 



 El-Tawassol n°18 Juin 2007 

 
 

  

fermée de la tragédie dans sa signification absolue propre au théâtre 

classique.  

         En vérité, la métamorphose, les déplacements dans l’espace et 

les projections dans le temps, sont d’égale valeur ; ils  font partie d’un 

même programme de lutte que les instances entreprennent pour la 

récupération de la patrie et de l’identité qui se recoupent dans une 

même et double quête. Ces procédés  rendent compte sur un plan 

symbolique et subjectivé d’un monde qui s’éveille, bouge et se 

transforme. Ils figurent, en réalité, l’avènement d’un nouvel ordre 

politique et aussi esthétique.  

         Enfin, la subjectivation favorise la mobilité des signes, ce qui 

transforme les données et crée des situations paradoxales où se 

révèlent de nombreuses et savoureuses  mutations du sens et donc de 

la signification.          
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Abstract 

 
The article gauges the significance of the Maghreb region for the 

Euro-American security agenda in the post-Cold War era and 

notably since September 2001. It examines the different trends and 

dynamics behind the region's different mutations, whilst identifying 

some policy leads for both Europe and the United States, especially 

with regard to the economic and military intercourse and 

resources. The ways in which the U.S. and the E.U. could engage 

their assets to help political opening in the region keep apace with 

economic liberalization are also identified. Explaining the 

dynamics behind such socio-economic and political 

transformations is essential to the understanding of the risks or 

threats that could potentially emerge. The study also underlines the 

relevance of the region to the overall Western military strategy in 

the Mediterranean basin as part of the new role for NATO. The 

article rounds up the analysis by suggesting some policy options 

for both Europe and the US vis-à-vis the Maghreb in the wake of 

the tragic events of September 11 and their profound ramifications 

for the world’s geopolitical map. 

 

Résumé 

 
L'article mesure la signification du Maghreb pour la stratégie 

sécuritaire de l’après-guerre froide des Etats-Unis et de L’Union  

Européenne. Il souligne l’importance du bassin Méditerranéen en 

tant qu'agent principal du nouveau rôle de l'OTAN à l’égard de la 

stratégie militaire occidentale. L'étude examine la nouvelle 

dynamique derrière les différentes mutations que la  région a 

connues ces dernières années tout en essayant d’identifier les choix 

politiques de l'Europe et des Etats-Unis,  notamment dans les 

domaines économiques et militaires. Les manières dans lesquelles 
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les Etats-Unis et l'E.U. pourraient engager leurs ressources dans le 

processus d'ouverture politique et économique de la région du 

Maghreb sont également identifiées. Ainsi, l’explication de la 

dynamique derrière de telles transformations est essentielle au 

discernement des risques ou des menaces qui pourraient 

potentiellement émerger. En conclusion l'article suggère quelques 

options politiques à entreprendre par l'EU et les USA à la suite des 

événements tragiques du 11 septembre et leurs profondes 

ramifications géopolitiques mondiales.  

 

Introduction 

As the Cold War drew to a close with the fall of the Berlin Wall 

in November 1989, the United States and its European allies began to 

alter their security strategy towards the western Mediterranean region 

where Europe meets both the Arab World and Africa through the 

Maghreb. The considerable multiform mutations ensuing the end of 

the Cold War and the wider spectrum given to the meaning of 

―security,‖ positioned the Maghreb and the whole southern shore of 

the Mediterranean at the centre of the Western security strategy. 

Security considerations centred around the internal political 

transformations in the Arab World, including the Maghreb, and were 

to emerge as central to Western security preoccupations in 

replacement for the fears that the now extinct Soviet Union used to 

provoke. Western strategic planning was to move from the primacy of 

territorial defence to that of security concerns which are not 

necessarily military in nature. 

 The countries of the Maghreb, hitherto considered insignificant 

to Western security, are now placed at the core of Western policy 

planning under American leadership, as they are considered a 

potential source of worries for Europe in particular and for the West in 

general.
 
In this article, I examine the risks, real or imagined, that the 

Maghreb might pose to European security from a number of 

perspectives: political, economic, and military. I also assess the 

different contentions that are quite recurrent in both the United States 

and Europe with regard to the encounters between the countries of the 

two shores of the Mediterranean. 
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Of Political Ideals and Economic Interests  

Southern Europe, which had been for years actively involved in 

European plans to lay down the foundations for new security 

arrangements as a result of developments in central and eastern 

Europe, is now expected to pay more attention to the issues of 

political stability and socio-economic development in the 

Mediterranean basin, with special interest in what has been unfolding 

in the Maghreb. The Mediterranean European countries are active 

players in initiatives like the CSCM (Conference on Security and 

Cooperation in the Mediterranean), the ―Five + Five‖ grouping in the 

western Mediterranean, and the Mediterranean Forum. 

 The Euro-Mediterranean Conference of Barcelona of November 

1995, from which the US was almost completely excluded because of 

French apprehensions, and the resulting Barcelona Declaration which 

comprised a series of political incentives for regional integration, was 

aimed at promoting dialogue in the region on cultural, economic, and 

political concerns. As a direct result of this conference, the EU 

prepared a five-year package of financial aid to the countries in the 

southern and eastern parts of the Mediterranean basin. Such a package 

remains however below Maghrebi expectations and is likely to shrink 

further as the EU welcomes more members from the ex-Warsaw Pact 

that will inevitably be entitled to more aid. This is especially because 

of the absence of a real integration between the countries of the 

region, as the Maghreb Union project has so far remained only on 

paper. The intra-Maghrebi trade amounts to only 3% of the total trade, 

at a time when Maghrebi exports to Europe are estimated at 70% of 

the overall exports, whereas the imports are estimated at 60%      

(Joffé 252-3). 

The failure of integration is due–amongst other reasons—to the 

non-settlement of the Western Sahara conflict, given Morocco’s 

persistence in its refusal to comply with the UN resolutions. The 

European Union is well placed to act impartially to help broker a 

solution between the two parties (Morocco and the Polisario Front) 

along the decolonization line and away from France’s continued 

complete list over to the Moroccan position. 

The adherence of the Eastern European countries into the EU 

would mean that immigrants into Western Europe from these 

countries will have the legal right to move and work freely throughout 

the countries of the Union, while immigrants from the Maghreb 
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countries will see their freedom more and more restricted which will 

entail a diminution of money transfers to their native countries, 

leading hence to more poverty
 
(Doucet). Such transfers are today 

larger than the overall foreign investments in the Maghreb countries. 

In reality, the new Euro-Mediterranean policy strategy seeks first and 

foremost to promote the EU’s own prosperity through an economic 

partnership with the Maghreb based on free trade. Yet, a minimum 

level of prosperity is required on the southern shore of the 

Mediterranean as the best guarantee against the flow of migrants.  

All the partnership agreements concluded by the EU with 

Tunisia, Morocco, and Egypt in 1995 and with Algeria in 2002, have 

remained far below expectations (Kienle 51). EU officials are 

confident that economic reforms in the Maghreb countries with 

European assistance would automatically bring about prosperity and 

therefore political openness. Likewise, the United States sees in 

economic prosperity the key to democratic progress (A National 

Security Strategy…). The Eizenstat Initiative launched in 1999, now 

renamed ―the American Economic Program for North Africa,‖ aimed 

at forging an economic partnership between the United States and an 

integrated Greater Maghreb (McMillon) to rival with the European 

partnership projects.  This conviction remains however only within the 

realm of theory and needs to be confirmed in reality, especially when 

we know that the prosperous Gulf States, which share with the 

Maghreb countries the same historical and political background, are 

far from being politically liberal.  

In showing readiness to help the Maghreb countries achieve 

stability through economic growth based on the encouragement of 

investment, both from inside and from outside, and which could create 

jobs and therefore bring down the number of economic migrants for 

Europe, European officials must be aware of the fact that political 

harmony is inseparable from socio-economic cohesion. Reticence to 

embrace profound reforms stems from the apprehension that these 

might lead to social unrest and to political destabilization. First, one 

can mention the increase of unemployment as a direct consequence of 

the potential closure of the state-run companies. The latter would be 

unable to face up to the fierce competition imposed on them in terms 

of price and quality by the products that foreign companies could 

potentially throw into the market. Second, the consolidation of the 

private sector, which generally lacks the required business know-how, 
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often serves only as a relay for foreign-produced goods (Ghiles).
 
And 

third, the disappearance of subsidies for the basic commodities could 

prove devastating for the low-income majority of the population. 

Europe should not, in this regard, be distracted by the enlargement 

process to its east at the expense of the Maghreb. The latter’s internal 

social and economic difficulties could easily spill over to seriously 

challenge its security, given the geographic proximity and the 

presence of a large expatriate Maghrebi community on its soil. 

Before creating a Euro-Maghrebi free trade zone, as the 

partnership agreements signed with the Maghreb countries on a 

bilateral basis seek to achieve by 2010, the Europeans should first 

assist the countries of the region to develop an export-capable 

industry, to promote inter-Maghrebi trading, and to uplift the 

educational standards. Despite the fact that all the prerequisites for the 

rise of a Euro-Mediterranean zone based on solidarity and an equitable 

partnership, the EU has not yet devised the necessary mechanisms for 

a coherent programme of economic assistance that would enable the 

countries of the southern shore to implement the necessary reforms. 

The §6 billion or so that these countries expect to receive in terms of 

aid from the EU, represent not more than 1% of  the world flow of aid. 

For a Euro-Mediterranean partnership to succeed, aid to the countries 

of the southern shore must substantially be increased (Ghiles). 

In fact, it has been demonstrated that the structural readjustment 

reforms financed by the World Bank and sustained by the partnership 

agreements with the EU, have not succeeded especially in terms of 

attracting foreign investments (Kolbo). 
 
Stability on the southern shore 

of the Mediterranean, which is essential to any credible effort to 

reduce immigration into Europe, cannot materialize without a real 

economic growth and without viable mechanisms for an adequate 

redistribution of wealth (Rodrik 30).
 
More than eleven years since the 

Euro-Mediterranean Barcelona Process was launched in November 

1995, the European policy towards the Maghreb has so far lacked real 

engagement. Its attention has mostly remained geared towards issues 

that concern the security of the northern shore of the Mediterranean, 

namely the fight against illegal immigration and international 

terrorism. The Mediterranean—instead of being a bridge between 

Europe and the Maghreb—has turned into a frontier separating the 

two sides. 
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Given its important role in the region, the US has always sought 

to be involved in the Euro-Mediterranean dialogue. The US policy-

makers, who have become more aware of the increasing diplomatic 

role of Mediterranean Europe in the European policy strategy, have 

maintained their support for the notion of EU-MED dialogue. Yet, the 

US continues to see European initiatives of assistance for the countries 

of the region almost exclusively from the perspective of security for 

Israel and the so-called "war on terrorism."  

 

The
 
Energy Link 

The US and the EU must have a common strategy with regard to 

aid to Maghrebi countries through the promotion of investment. This 

could help bring about socio-economic stability and, thus, help 

combat economic migration across the Mediterranean deemed a threat 

equally to the European and Mediterranean security interests. Despite 

the fact that the US is still far from competing with the EU in terms of 

commercial and financial relations with the Maghreb, recent multi-

billion American oil and gas investments in the Algerian South have 

given the US considerable economic weight in the region. The US is 

today Algeria’s top customer and third supplier (―Les Etats Unis, 

premier client…‖) as well as its biggest investor mainly in 

hydrocarbons (―Background Note…‖). Sustaining energy supplies 

from the Gulf and North Africa have made the Maghreb figure high 

on the transatlantic security agenda.  

 American officials are aware of the dependence of the southern 

European countries on natural gas supplies from North Africa, 

especially from Algeria which has become Europe’s leading supplier 

through the Europe-Maghreb pipelines that connect the Algerian 

South with Europe through Spain and Italy. This dependency is tipped 

to increase in the near future with the construction of more trans-

Mediterranean pipelines. Threats to gas or oil supplies are highly 

unlikely to come from a direct governmental decision to halt exports 

to Europe. The newly inaugurated pipelines have in fact increased 

Euro-Maghrebi interdependence outdoing the commonly feared 

Western dependence on Algerian gas.  
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The Military Dimension and the NATO Connection 

The Maghreb is also gaining more importance in the Western 

security agenda as part of the increasing NATO defence plans in the 

Mediterranean which is considered Europe’s ―near abroad‖
 
(Lesser 

iii). It was the NATO summit held in Rome in November 1991 that 

redefined the mission of the alliance along a broader concept of 

security based on an American strategic conception that is geared 

towards preserving what  some European observers see as ―American 

hegemony over Europe‖
 
(de la Gorce). The United States— through 

its influential role within NATO and because of its heavy military 

presence in the Mediterranean basin, Europe, and  the Middle East—

has become a pivotal player in the European security agenda, 

achieving the status of an essential European and Mediterranean 

military power. 

The US is actively involved in the dialogue which the Atlantic 

alliance inaugurated with the Maghrebi countries: with Mauritania, 

Morocco, Tunisia, and Egypt in 1995 and with Algeria in 2000. The 

American-led NATO joint crisis-management operations which have 

been taking place in recent years with the armies of the Maghreb 

countries, in addition to the different NATO programmes for the 

training of Maghrebi defence personnel, are quite revealing as to the 

new Western strategy towards the region. The Mediterranean is seen 

as an ―extension of the European environment‖; and what happens 

within its basin is perceived from the perspective of its effects on 

European security and on relations between the US, already the 

dominant ―security actor‖ in the Mediterranean and Europe (Lesser 

iii).The more developments—seemingly affecting transatlantic 

security— take place around the Mediterranean region, the more the 

Pentagon consolidates its military presence in Europe and, hence, 

further confirms the latter’s dependence on the US for its security. 

But, in seeking to promote cooperation with the Maghrebi countries, 

NATO officials must be careful lest they should be accused of 

interference in the domestic affairs of sovereign countries      

(Larrabee et al. 19). 

The western Mediterranean has been given considerable 

importance in the US policy towards the so-called Greater Middle 

East. From the American perspective, the Mediterranean, with its 

European and Maghrebi flanks, is at the  
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gates of the oil-rich Gulf and is therefore indispensable to the US 

strategy in the region. American policy makers keep reminding their 

allies that 90% of the troops, arms, and equipment that the Pentagon 

mobilized in the first Gulf War flew over or sailed through the 

Mediterranean (Menarchik). 

Europe has seen in recent years its role growing in Maghrebi 

and Middle-Eastern affairs given the respectable degree of credibility 

that it still enjoys as it is perceived as a comparatively more impartial 

peace broker. With this, a Mediterranean dimension has been added to 

the Arab-Israeli peace process. The declared objective of the 

American-sponsored initiative to create a Middle East / North African 

Development Bank is hoped to promote socio-economic stability in 

the region. This is deemed essential to the political dimension of the 

peace process as it widens the scope of commitment to peace in the 

so-called Greater Middle East. Because of its strong economic ties 

with the EU and to the middle-of-the-road political role played by its 

governments in the Arab arena, the Maghreb could potentially occupy 

a prominent position in this process. 

On another score, Mediterranean Europe is liable to become the 

first target of possible retaliatory actions coming from the Arab World 

as a result of possible American or Western heavy-handed 

involvement in the Middle East. The tension which France for 

example witnessed as a result of the Maghrebi community’s 

opposition to its participation in the anti-Iraqi coalition during the first 

Gulf war is a case in point. Another example is the Israeli onslaught 

on Palestinian towns and the resulting massacres of hundreds of 

civilians which provoked large anti-Israeli demonstrations across 

Europe. These clearly show the strong ties that Maghrebi migrants 

maintain with their countries of origin. However, such a kind of 

popular mobilization is more often than not viewed as a threat to the 

political stability of the host countries and is controlled by binary 

logic standards and by an excessive fear of the ―other.‖  

The European-American security cooperation in this regard is 

governed by three major considerations. First, the opposition of 

Maghrebi public opinion to Western involvement in the Middle East 

or to anti-Arab Western policies (especially with regard to Palestine 

and Iraq) may deter European countries from playing a greater role in 

time of crisis involving the US. The continuing heavy-handed 

repressive policies of Israel in the Occupied Territories and Western 
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indifference to the suffering of Palestinian civilians, together with the 

Bush Administration’s complicity with the successive hawkish 

governments of Israel, will continue to fuel Maghrebi suspicion of the 

West. Such repressive Israeli policies have also mobilized European 

public opinion in favour of the Palestinian cause, calling on the 

European governments to press for a negotiated settlement. This new 

state of affairs has led the Europeans to try to seek a more independent 

role from the United States in the Middle East.  

 Yet, so far the European role has been quite unassertive and 

often subordinate to an absolute American bias for Israel, especially 

with regard to the manifest indifference in the implementation of the 

UN resolutions that condemn Israeli aggression.  The continued EU 

boycott of the Hamas-led democratically elected government is an 

illustrative case. The Europeans, however, continue to reiterate their 

conviction that peace and security in the Middle East will remain a 

utopia unless the Palestinians achieve their right to an independent 

state along the pre-1967 borders, together with a settlement to the 

questions of the status of Jerusalem and the future of the refugees 

(Neyts-Uyttebroeck).  

Second, the European countries continue to be wary of the 

potential acquisition of weapons of mass destruction and missile 

proliferation by countries of the southern flank of the Mediterranean. 

This is to be added to the exaggerated worries about the risks of 

terrorist or criminal activities that could expose the security of the 

southern European countries to serious threats. This has in a way 

signalled the end of the traditional ―sanctuarization‖ of southern 

Europe. The third, and perhaps the least plausible consideration, is 

related to the threats that political and socio-economic instability in 

the Maghreb might pose to Western energy security.  

 Yet, with regard to the purely military domain, it is clear that 

neither the Maghreb countries nor the immigrant community represent 

a real threat to European security. Given the evident disparity in the 

military capabilities between the two shores of the Mediterranean, 

none of the five Maghrebi states is even close to representing a serious 

hard security hazard to the countries on the northern shore. Fears of 

the potential deployment of ballistic missiles or the development of 

nuclear weapons that could subsequently imperil Europe’s security, 

are quite unfounded if not fantastic. Such an endeavour would require 
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colossal financial and technical assets that are simply far beyond the 

means of all the countries of the region (Dokos). 

 On the other hand, the plans of NATO’s southern European 

members to set up ―readily deployable‖ forces (with priority for air 

power) capable of mounting expeditionary operations in the 

Mediterranean region, is today a source of worry for the countries of 

the Maghreb.  The latter consider dialogue and measures of 

rapprochement and confidence-building as the key to stability, away 

from the predominance of the purely security approach in the Euro-

American post-9/11 strategy.  

 

Conclusion 

The growing American interest in the Mediterranean region in 

fact stems partly from Europe’s own worries about changes and crises 

on the southern shore of the Mediterranean, and partly from the 

Maghreb’s strategic location as a pathway to the energy supplies from 

the Middle East. The significance of the Maghreb for Mediterranean 

security and therefore for Western and American security concerns, 

also stems from its direct relevance to what is known as the ―Third 

Pillar‖ issues (terrorism, international crime, migration and refugee 

flow, and drug trafficking) which figure highest on the US security 

agenda. The considerable effort and attention which America has been 

investing in the Maghreb region since the fall of the Berlin Wall also 

has other objectives: to counter-balance the traditional French 

dominant role, given France’s strong historical ties with the countries 

of the Maghreb, to prevent the rise of anti-Western and anti-American 

local political orders, and to protect increasing American business 

investments and financial interests in the region.  

From the European perspective, the challenges which the 

Maghreb poses are more political and socio-economic than military. 

The European Union, especially its members in the southern flank of 

the continent, have traditionally had large-scale socio-economic and 

cultural interactions with the countries of the Maghreb, and are 

therefore more qualified than their American allies to spearhead a 

Western strategy towards the region. In devising a more assertive 

policy, southern European officials will find out more about the direct 

link between the economic and political dimensions of stability across 

the Mediterranean. Yet, Europe will still need American assistance in 

this respect. The US is in fact required to continue to grant 
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considerable attention to efforts to promote dialogue and cooperation 

in the Mediterranean basin deemed vital to its security strategy in the 

post-Cold War era. Security arrangements could be workable only if 

the different parties (Europe, the United States, the Maghreb, and the 

Middle East) behave as equal partners committed to dialogue and 

confidence-building. 

All things considered, the threats, that the southern shore of the 

Mediterranean might represent to Europe and to the West generally, 

remain internal to the countries of the Maghreb. In addition to the 

acute socio-economic deficiencies from which most of these countries 

suffer, and which accentuate the disparities between the two shores 

ensuing the threat of uncontrollable migration, the region is threatened 

by disputes between neighbours that continue to hamper the 

emergence of a really integrated entity. 

In the name of globalization, Western political and economic 

circles tend to exert excessive pressure on the non-Western world to 

impose the type of modernization that suits their own interests. This 

has provoked a rather intense global divergence of positions regarding 

the notions of ―national identity‖ and ―internal public order.‖ Coercion 

and bullying can only engender deadlock and confrontation. Dialogue 

and genuine consideration of the inevitable common future for the two 

worlds are alone apt to ensure an egalitarian prospect for peace and 

stability for any new political order—regional or international.  
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Abstract 

The main intention of this paper is to investigate the idea of split 

between Washington and Paris on policy toward Algeria, from 

1989 to the end of the first term of the Bouteflika Presidency in 

2004. The focus, however, is on the two countries’ respective 

policies toward the democratic opening, the rise of Political Islam, 

and the significant improvements in Algeria’s relations with 

France and the USA under the administration of President 

Bouteflika. More specifically, it attempts to identify whether the 

American moves in Algeria are meant to undermine France’s 

traditional economic and political role in the region and, 

consequently, intensify the post-cold war global Franco-American 

rivalry. The paper concludes with some remarks and suggestions 

concerning the French and American approaches to Algeria within 

the period under study. 

  

 ملخص 

 يتناول ىذا البحث االختالف في السياسات الفرنسية و األمير كية تجاه الجزائر خالل    

إلى غاية انتياء العيدة الرئاسية األولى لمرئيس بوتفميقة في  9191الفترة الممتدة من 
تجاه التفتح الديمقراطي، ظيور التيار  يث تم التركيز عمى مواقف كل دولة. ح4002

كذلك التغييرات اإليجابية عمى العالقات الجزائرية مع كل من فرنسا و  اإلسالمي، و
الواليات المتحدة األمريكية التي أحدثيا الرئيس بوتفميقة. كما تيدف ىذه الدراسة إلى 
البحث في حقيقة التواجد األمير كي في الجزائر و الذي نتج عنو تنافس حاد غير معمن 

اتيجية في الجزائر التي تعتبرىا فرنسا منطقة لنفوذىا. عمى المصالح االقتصادية و اإلستر 
االقتراحات حول المواقف السياسية و في ختام ىذه الدراسة ىناك مجموعة من المالحظات 
  .أعاله الفرنسية و األمير كية تجاه الجزائر في الفترة المذكورة

         The political openness, economic liberalisation, and the rise of 

Islamism in Algeria in the 1990s stimulated significant concerns in 
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both France and the United States. These deep concerns came mainly 

from Algeria's potential resources and its geopolitical location 

between Africa, Southern Europe, and the Middle East. The West has 

always regarded Algeria as a strategically and an economically 

important country:  it has a lucrative market,  it has been a source of 

raw materials, a zone of hegemony, and especially a source of illegal 

immigrants and Islamic fundamentalism considered a threat to 

Southern Europe's  security and identity. 

 Given this strategic importance, it was not surprising that the 

West, particularly France and the United States, showed interest in the 

country‘s democratic experience. Soon, however, they  became 

particularly concerned over the rise of political Islam which, since 

1989, presented an image of rejection of both the internal order and 

the international system.  

 With the arrival of President Bouteflika to power, Algeria 

showed signs of recovery and re-emergence on the international scene 

and won praise from the USA for backing the US-led ―war on 

terrorism"following the September 11 attacks. As a result, French 

officials began to think that America was seeking a dominant role in 

Algeria. 

Alarmed by the unilateral and interventionist American global 

role in the war on terrorism and visibly worried about the American 

diplomatic advances in Algeria, and fearing the loss of influence in its 

former colony, France reacted by declaring Algeria a strategic priority. 

It pledged pledged to bring it completely within its sphere of influence 

in an attempt to preserve its privileged status in the face of the 

growing US influence.  

France was apparently worried that it would be displaced by the 

United States, which was making progress with Algeria on all fronts: 

diplomatic rapprochement, oil prospecting and exploitation contracts, 

trade agreements, and military cooperation. As a result, the French 

concentrated on deepening the political dialogue, support for reforms, 

strengthening of France‘s economic presence in Algeria, and 

improvement in the conditions of the movement of people.  

The aim of this paper is to study the evolution of the French and 

American foreign policy concerns towards Algeria, within the period 

between 1989 and the end of the first term of the Bouteflika 

Presidency in 2004. The focal point, however, is on the two countries‘ 

respective approaches toward the rise of Islamism, and the subsequent 
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improvements in Algerian relations with both France and the United 

States.  

More specifically, the paper attempts to identify whether the US 

encroachment on France‘s important traditional zone of hegemony is 

meant to boost America‘s power in an area regarded by France as its 

sphere of influence and, consequently, intensify the global Franco-

American rivalry. The paper concludes with some remarks concerning 

the two countries‘ policies in Algeria.  

However, an understanding of Algeria‘s post-independence 

foreign policy as well as a better knowledge of the different historical 

experiences of France and the U.S. in Algeria, and the dissimilar 

interests and divergent policies of Paris and Washington toward 

Algeria over the few past years, are useful in understanding today‘s 

enhanced relations and apparent rivalry. 

Post-independence Algerian foreign policy was strongly based 

on ideology. The Algerian War of Independence played an important 

part in defining the principles that stressed Algeria‘s identification 

with the newly independent under-developed countries. Dividing the 

world into the rich industrial nations of the North and the poor, former 

colonies of the South, Algeria declared its deep opposition to what it 

saw as a world spoiled by colonialism, imperialism, Zionism, and 

economic dominance by the former colonial powers. By implication, 

these attitudes meant a degree of distrust and antagonism toward the 

capitalist states of Europe and North America, and sympathy for 

liberation movements whose fights reflected Algeria‘s own struggle. 

Consequently, Algeria developed strong relations with the communist 

bloc especially the Soviet Union and China and adopted state 

socialism (Ruedy 211). 

Relations between France and her ex-colony Algeria were 

complicated by a mixture of emotional and cultural complexities. 

However, despite strained political relations that originated from 

disputes over the Algerian expropriation of abandoned French 

property, their disagreements concerning particular issues such as the 

nationalization of French gas and oil companies, the Algerian 

emigrants, the Western Sahara question, and disputes over natural gas 

pricing, Algeria maintained a favoured position in French foreign 

policy, because of geographic proximity and the established trade 

links between the two countries, making the former colony 

strategically and economically important. 
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The foreign policy objectives of Algeria and the United States 

always collided. As Yahia Layachi argues, ―Algerian domestic 

development and foreign policy orientation, during the first 

independence years, and the nature of the American foreign policy 

together contributed to widening further the gap between the two 

countries and sharpening further the images they had of each other‖ 

(The United States 33).  

On the one hand, Algeria's devotion to strict socialism and to a 

global revolution against Western capitalism and imperialism 

worsened relations with the United States which it perceived as 

representing all that the revolution refuted. On the other hand, the 

United States‘ upholding of good relations with France and Israel 

meant adverse relations with Algeria in the years after the War of 

Independence. Moreover, the United States‘ intervention in Vietnam 

and other developing countries, Algerian backing of the Palestinians 

and assistance to revolutionary groups, America‘s sympathies for 

Morocco in the Western Sahara conflict and complete support for 

Israel all worsened a deep-seated ideological and political 

antagonism.
1
 It is safe to say that from 1962 to the 1980s relations 

between the United States and Algeria were diametrically opposed on 

international issues, while economic and political relations between 

the two countries remained correct albeit not close (Adamis 229). 

      In the late 1980s, Algeria's economic and political problems 

together with the altered global situation brought about by the end of 

the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union had restricted its 

foreign policy to a new ―period of self-preservation from 1988 

onwards‖ (Stone 228). Consequently, Algeria dropped socialism that 

characterized its political identity following independence and 

progressively moved toward political and economic openness ―which 

came to constitute one of the Afro-Arab world‘s boldest experiments 

in political pluralism, liberalism and democratization‖ (Entelis and 

Arone 23). These reforms provided a new starting point for interaction 

and improvement of its relation with both France and the United 

States. 

 At first, Western officials were fascinated by the emergence of 

democracy in Algeria; they soon started to wonder whether the 

Algerian elections were really going to inaugurate multiparty rule, as 

other elections started to do in many parts around the world. At that 

time, democracy was regarded as the coveted outcome of victory in 
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the Cold War, but in Algeria, it seemed to suggest something 

different. Hence, some Western countries, including France and the 

USA, speculated about the consequences of democratically elected 

governments and about the relationship between Islam and 

democracy. In other words, Western policymakers faced a dilemma in 

Algeria. They wondered about how to implement democracy and 

promote reform without undermining their key interests. They were 

compelled to make a choice between a less democratic status quo and 

the potential outcome of an Islamist government that would actively 

reject Western values and interests. It was a battle of interests and 

ideals.            

 The rise of fundamentalism turned Algeria into a battlefield 

where a radical fundamentalist ideology and the Algerian authorities 

contended for power. This resulted in a virtual civil strife where even 

foreigners were targeted and forced to leave the country. Algeria 

became ―the country where Samuel Huntington‘s ‗clash of 

civilizations‘ would be the new test for ‗Western‘ policy toward 

political Islam‖ (Rosenfeld). The latter‘s thesis means that there exist 

irrefutable, clashing differences between civilizations, such as the gap 

between the West, with its secular values, and the Islamic world, 

which has not fully accepted secularism. This thesis explains why 

Muslim extremists would fight secular people. 

For many reasons, what happened in Algeria seemed, in the eyes 

of France and the United States, to have large implications for North 

Africa, Europe, and the Middle East. The first and most important 

concern was the potential which Algeria had to become the ―next 

fundamentalist state.‖
2
 The second concern was the possibility of 

considerable emigration to Europe as a result of an eventual 

government fall down. A third and more significant concern revolved 

around energy security because of large European and American 

interests in Algeria‘s vast oil and gas reserves. Finally, and more 

reasonably, there was the probability of exporting the Islamic 

revolution to neighbouring countries in the Maghreb and the Middle 

East.  

European worries over the rise of political Islam were such that 

some European officials regarded the rise of Islamic fundamentalism 

in North Africa as the major threat facing Europe at that time (Pipes). 

From the same perspective, the Civilian Affairs Committee of the 

North Atlantic Parliamentary Assembly published a report that 
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pointed out the increasing worry among member nations concerning 

political Islam:  

The rise of Islamic radicalism in North Africa, whose most 

extreme manifestation is in Algeria, is worrying not only to 

the governments in the region, but also to those of the 

Alliance countries, which feel threatened by: 1) the erosion of 

confidence in democratic values to which this movement 

testifies, an erosion that could, moreover, spread to European 

countries with large Muslim communities; 2) the risk of a 

spread of terrorism based on blind defence of Islamic values; 

3) the danger of large-scale migration that could accompany 

civil strife in the Maghreb. (qtd in Zoubir 68) 

 

 In 1992, the United States policy toward the rise of Islamism in 

Algeria was ambivalent and characterized by uncertainty. By 1994, 

however, the United States began to adopt a policy that would exclude 

the radical fundamentalists in Algeria, despite the fact that this was in 

contradiction with American support for democracy. James A. Baker, 

who served as Secretary of State during the four years of the Bush Sr. 

Presidency, argued that ―We didn‘t live with ‗democracy‘ in Algeria 

because we felt that radical fundamentalists‘ views were so adverse to 

what we believe in and what we support, and to what we understand 

the national interests of the United States to be‖ (Pipes and Clawson). 

Political officials in France and the United States believe in 

democracy, the respect of human rights, and in constitutionalism, in 

limits of governmental power, and in pluralism. In the case of Algeria, 

however, the two nations were in a state of total uncertainty about 

what democracy really meant and how to promote it. The outcome 

was differing policies in a situation were the stakes for both countries 

were considerable. Consequently, while French policy supported the 

Algerian authorities and opposed an Islamist takeover, the American 

policy encouraged political reforms that would included ―moderate‖ 

Islamists in the government (Rodman ). 

  The rise of religious fundamentalism in Algeria had serious 

implications for France. Despite the fact that it wanted to see a 

peaceful settlement to Algeria's internal crisis, it strongly backed the 

successive Algerian governments since early 1992 largely because it 

feared that the arrival of Islamic fundamentalists to power would 



 El-Tawassol n°18 Juin 2007 

 
 

 

 

cause an unwanted wave of new immigrants from this part of the 

Maghreb.  

In fact, France remained the country with the closest links with 

Algeria, taking the leading role in setting the European Union‘s policy 

towards the latter. France convinced the Europeans not to use their 

power to influence the course of events within Algeria and, in return, 

the Algerian authorities ensured the prevention of huge external 

migration or overflow of violence into Europe, and guaranteed the 

flow of crude oil and natural gas without disturbance (Damners 180). 

The tacit backing of the French government turned into an explicit 

support of the Algerian government and opposition to an Islamist 

political takeover. Toward this end, Paris ordered a large offensive 

against Islamists activists in France, and encouraged other Western 

powers to help Algeria along economic recovery through financial 

assistance (Layachi, Algerian Crisis 5). 

When the increasing violence in Algeria reached France, the 

latter started to look for greater security cooperation in the Maghreb 

countries. Some compelling reasons were behind this French attitude. 

Paris wanted to prevent the overflow of the Algerian crisis to the other 

Maghrebi countries so that Islamic fundamentalism could not obtain 

any political strength in either Morocco or Tunisia. Moreover, it 

wanted to assure some political stability and security in this region to 

preserve and enhance its investments. Most importantly, the French 

emphasised the importance of recognizing the Maghreb countries as a 

region of great interest to Europe in terms of security, social stability, 

and economic investment. 

 During the 1990s, when French policymakers started to worry 

about the impact of the Algerian crisis on neighbouring countries and 

on Southern Europe, the American authorities put forward policies 

which favoured the development of a more democratic system which 

would allow a broader political participation in the government. In 

effect, 

The official U.S. outlook reflects the reality that, since the 

Iranian revolution of 1979, the White House has always 

carefully avoided antagonizing Islamist movements out of a 

belief that they may inherit the rule in a friendly country 

(Layachi, Algerian Crisis 4). 

 The United States preferred a political outcome to a military one 

in Algeria hoping that it can secure the support of the Islamists 
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through neutrality. Therefore, the United States insisted on "dialogue", 

urging the Algerian government to talk to its Islamist opposition. This 

U.S. attitude clearly worried the French who, since the beginning of 

the crisis, never stopped supporting the Algerian authorities. On a 

number of occasions, Paris tried vainly to convince the United States 

to abandon its dialogue with the FIS (Al Kabalan 1). 

After the election of President Zeroual by a large majority in 

1995, American policy toward Algeria became, in some ways, more 

balanced. The United States started to support Algeria economically. 

Politically, however, the U.S. continued the policy known "positive 

conditionality," meaning that acceptance or approval of the Algerian 

government as legitimate is dependent on the Algerian government's 

implementation of its promises of reconciliation, dialogue, and 

political and economic openness (Rodman 2). 

    This U.S. stance toward the rise of Islamism in Algeria was 

driven by two reasons. The first was to preserve and enhance its 

economic interests and opportunities and protect the safety and 

security of its citizens in the region. The second was to prevent what 

the United States believed might become a domino effect, because it 

feared that an anti-American Islamic rule in Algeria would almost 

undoubtedly give power to other Islamists in the region (2). 

In its relationship with the Islamic movement in Algeria, France 

acted as a participant directly concerned with the social and political 

problems troubling the country. France threw its weight behind the 

existing political system by interceding in its favour in Europe, urging 

its partners to give it aid and loans, mobilizing its media machine in an 

ideological, political war against "Islamic fundamentalism," and 

providing the logistical and security expertise needed to crush the 

fundamentalists (Belkaziz 1). 

In contrast with France's refusal of anything fundamentalist, the 

United States seemed more favourable to the Islamists and to dialogue 

with them. In fact, its analysis of the Algerian crisis finally impelled it 

to suggest that the ruling authorities look for a political settlement 

through dialogue with the Islamists. The United States‘ dialogue with 

the Islamists stemmed from Washington's desire to avoid the Iranian 

experience. In fact, the Americans tried to recognize the new political 

facts, adapt to them, and build a relationship with the Islamists that 

would protect its interests in the region. 
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The clash between the French and the American attitudes toward 

the rise of Islamic fundamentalism in Algeria can be attributed to their 

different historical experiences and to their battle of interests over this 

area. France has always believed that Algeria is at the heart of its 

sphere of influence. It has always considered it as a natural extension 

of the French culture. Its objective for cultural influence in Algeria 

may be a pretext for economic hegemony, but that does not change the 

fact that it assembled all its potential to accomplish the dream of 

cultural dominance in Algeria. The strengthening of the Francophone 

trends in its educational programme in the Maghreb in recent years is 

a tangible indication. 

With the revival of the Islamic collective culture that started to 

gain ascendancy within Algeria in the 1990s, France's cultural policy 

found itself challenged with a new opponent that was threatening the 

prevalence of its cultural influence. Consequently, France refused the 

idea of power falling in the hands of Islamists that could eradicate its 

cultural system. 

      The contradictory interests of the two countries concerning 

Algeria can be summed in the following way: 

While France is seeking a Francophone Arab Maghreb that 

makes it feel the extension of its cultural and linguistic 

interests, the United States is seeking an Arab Maghreb 

market for its goods and an Arab Maghreb military foothold 

for its Mediterranean strategy against an emerging united 

Europe. So it doesn't care who rules the Arab Maghreb—the 

bearded elites or the allied elites—as long as its interests are 

protected. It is a conflict between two opposing interests, but 

in the first place, it is a conflict between two logics: the 

intellectual's logic vs. the merchant's logic (Belkaziz 2). 

 

The French soon became convinced that the contradictory 

American approach toward the rise of Islamism in Algeria is hard 

evidence that Washington is worried more with strategic, security, and 

economic interests than by other necessities. Driven by this 

conviction, the French refocused their attention on Algeria. France's 

backing and funding of the 1995 Euro-Mediterranean Partnership 

Initiative was part of the attempt to re-establish France's authority and 

control in the region through the European Union. In addition, France 
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sought to engage the economic support of the EU to tackle the 

economic problems facing Algeria. 

This means that during the first years of the Algerian crisis 

French policy was far more consistent than American policy in 

opposing the rise of Islamism, certainly because of the enormous 

stakes France had in its former colony. However, from 1995 onwards, 

both the French and Americans provided support to preserve the 

stability of the Algerian regime, and to make sure that the latter was 

kept secure from any international interference.  

Abdelaziz Bouteflika‘s fascinating offensive to improve 

Algeria‘s relations with the USA and even with France and his 

subsequent visits to France and the United States reflected the two 

powers‘ approval of his success in restoring national and international 

belief in the country. 

 Indeed, Algeria's request for closer relations with the United 

States has been met by U.S. approval of its important political and 

strategic role. George Bush‘s meeting with Abdelaziz Bouteflika in 

Washington twice in 2001, and subsequent visits to Algeria by senior 

administration and congressional officials, including State Secretary 

Collin Powell, helped to pave the way for such rapprochement. 

 Moreover, the United States recognised Algeria as a 

geographically strategic country with a wealth of human and mineral 

resources and whose proximity to Europe gives it the possibility to 

play a vital role in both the Arab world and Africa. Moreover, it 

pledged  to work in collaboration with Algeria toward the building of 

a stable, secure, and democratizing country, which is fundamental to 

the U.S. strategic goals in both regions, by means of backing 

democratization, promoting projects for economic integration in the 

Maghreb region (the Eizenstadt initiative), encouraging U.S. 

corporations to reinforce their presence in the Algerian hydrocarbon 

sector, and supporting the Algerian authorities‘ endeavours in the fight 

against terrorism.    

 Emerging as a pivotal state, Algeria –as Paul Kennedy argued—

was considered a country whose collapse would spell trans-boundary 

mayhem: ―Its steady economic progress and stability, on the other 

hand, would bolster its region‘s economic vitality and political 

soundness‖ (Zoubir 66). Along this assumption, the United States 

realized that the stability and prosperity of Algeria is very important 

not just for the region but for the world as a whole. 
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 France's pleasure to find in President Bouteflika an enthusiastic 

partner quickened the mending of relations with Algeria. During this 

process, France indicated that it was working to address issues of 

concern to Algerians, including the ease of movement for Algerian 

citizens and air traffic between the two countries, and the reopening of 

closed French consulates. Consequently, in recent years France fully 

supported Algeria's integration into the global economy by backing its 

signing in April 2002 of a Euro-Mediterranean partnership (EMP) 

agreement with the European Union and by supporting its application 

for membership in the World Trade Organization (WTO). 

 Faced with the failure of its previous policies toward Algeria, 

and alarmed by the warmth and depth gained in the relations between 

Algeria and the United States, France began to espouse the realism of 

U.S. policy toward Algeria by starting a political, social, and cultural 

rapprochement with Algeria in order to achieve further cooperation at 

different levels. The visits of the French President Jacques Chirac and 

a number of French officials, and the hosting of the Year of Algeria 

(l'année de l'Algérie) in 2004, and the visits of the President 

Bouteflika to France were obvious indications of improving relations.  

      The simultaneous warmth in U.S.-Algerian ties and cooperation, 

and the strengthening of the Franco-Algerian relations seem to 

indicate that France and the United States began a new competition 

for interests in Algeria. More than this, some analysts consider that the 

Americans were interested in obtaining an influential presence in 

North Africa hitherto considered an exclusive arena for France. Others 

believe that the French moves were intended to oppose the diplomatic 

advances achieved by the United States in Algeria. 

       In its concern with its economic interests in the Mediterranean 

region, the United States promoted a series of regional initiatives 

relevant to the southern Mediterranean, such as the Casablanca 

economic summit in 1994, and the Eisenstadt Initiative proposed in 

1998. The US-North Africa Economic Partnership (USNAEP), 

formerly named the Eisenstadt initiative, was basically a US attempt 

to integrate the markets of Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco and to 

enlarge their market size, so that US companies would to some extent 

find the region economically attractive and invest more heavily there. 

The plan also encouraged the three countries to build a regional 

market and increase the volume of intra-regional trade, and trade 

between North Africa and the United States. Moreover, the Bush 
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Administration proposed in May 2003 the idea of a Middle East Free 

Trade Area (MEFTA) including the southern Mediterranean countries. 

 Such American regional initiatives witnessed the progressive 

presence of the Americans in a region that was, before the end of the 

Cold War, under the total monopoly of Europeans.  In this respect, 

Yahia Zoubir opined: 

The Eizenstadt Initiative revealed an important change in 

U.S. policy with regard to the Maghreb; the United States no 

longer considered the Maghreb as France's or Europe's chasse 

gardée (private preserve). U.S.officials consider the Maghreb 

market big enough for both the United States and the 

European Union. In particular, they view positively the Euro-

Mediterranean initiative, as long as there is no discrimination 

against U.S. companies, because it contributes to the 

liberalization of the economies in the region, encourages 

more regional integration and reduces trade barriers (75). 

Knowing that France and the United States have significant interests 

in both Morocco and Tunisia as long-time allies, one may venture to 

assume that recent political and economic developments and 

initiatives directed toward the region were all motivated by the recent 

recognition by both the French and Americans of Algeria as a pivotal 

state.  

        This assumption stems from three main reasons: the United 

States and France thought that the events that followed the rise of 

political Islam in Algeria could, for better or worse, influence, the 

neighbouring countries in North Africa, the Middle East, and Europe. 

The second reason is that Algeria was considered a main source of 

Energy for Europe and the United States. Finally, the political 

openness and economic reforms and the freedom of the press 

undertaken by Algeria were highly praised by Western countries and 

regarded as unique experiments that should be followed by other Arab 

counties in North Africa and the Middle East. That is why France and 

the United States continued to battle for interests in the North African 

country and to assist it to reach political stability and economic 

prosperity. 

          Prior to the 1990s, the United States had neglected Algeria 

because a great deal of its attention and resources had been directed 

towards other countries in North Africa and Eastern Europe with focus 

on the Arab-Israeli conflict. However, fascinated by President 
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Bouteflika‘s statements on building ties with the United States 

following his election in 1999, and pleased with the great changes and 

significant reforms he projected in Algeria, the United States decided 

to improve ties with Algeria. 

         In this respect, Assistant US Secretary of State Martin Indyk 

visited Algeria in 1999 to strengthen US-Algerian relations and to 

look into prospects for future cooperation. According to him, 

Washington viewed Algeria as a regional force capable of playing a 

main role, both in the Maghreb and the Middle East                         

(El-Qaffas 14-20).   

         Diplomatically, the Americans urged Algeria to settle its 

differences with Morocco over the Western Sahara issue. 

Economically, the United States supported Algeria in its efforts to 

reform its economy considering the Arab Maghreb Union (UMA) a 

useful medium for trade and cooperation among the Maghreb States. 

Moreover, the United States expressed its willingness to provide help 

to the Maghreb countries that sought to join the World Trade 

Organization, or to negotiate Free Trade Agreements with the North 

African governments. Politically, the United States supported Algeria 

to work toward more political openness and real democracy. Finally, 

because Algeria is important, the United States has been considering a 

partnership with the Maghreb countries individually and collectively. 

          Another sign of improvement in ties between Algeria and the 

United States, and consequently the increase in U.S.-Franco rivalry, 

was the expanding military cooperation that the two countries began 

to establish. The growing interest of the United States in military 

cooperation with Algeria in 1998 caused serious concern in Paris 

which immediately displayed its wish to expand military cooperation 

with Algeria. In 1999, the Americans held joint exercises with the 

Algerian navy, and soon after the French Vice-Amiral Paul Habert, 

the Naval Commander for the Mediterranean, visited Algiers for 

urgent talks (Roberts 285).       

         The Franco-American rivalry became more visible when France 

and other European countries started to oppose American 

unilateralism and to raise objections against the use of force in Iraq. 

Replying to the Europeans and specifically to the French vision of an 

alternative world order that would challenge American leadership, the 

Americans under the pretext of global war on terrorism and the 

promotion of democracy, elevated their interest in Algeria.   
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         France was obviously losing influence in its former colony due 

to the progressive presence of the United States. Consequently, the 

French intensified their diplomatic contacts with the North African 

countries and assertively supported the idea of building an all-North 

Africa economic union which would call for the settlement of the 

differences between Algeria and Morocco over the question of 

Western Sahara. The visits of Jacques Chirac to Algiers in 2004 and a 

number of French ministers in June and July 2004 were meant to open 

a new chapter in relations between France and Algeria, and to promote 

political dialogue, cultural and technical collaboration, as well as 

economic partnership.       

          Following the September 11, 2001 attacks, the Algerian 

government‘s position was reinforced. Given the role that Algeria 

might play in the fight against international terrorism, Algeria‘s 

strategic importance for the U.S. tangibly increased. In addition to its 

newly acquired strategic importance, Algeria became an economic 

attraction for the United States. Today, both countries share a great 

convergence of views on a wide range of issues of mutual interest, and 

project to establish a mutually desired strong and long-term strategic 

partnership. 

 France was not pleased by the U.S.-Algerian rapprochement and 

by the U.S. attempt to escalate its presence in an area regarded by 

France as its sphere of influence. Against this background, France 

wanted to open a new chapter in the history of its relationship with 

Algeria. In this respect, President Jacques Chirac signed a document 

known as the ―Algiers Declaration‖ which meant to stimulate political 

dialogue, cultural and technical cooperation, and an economic 

partnership between the two countries.  

         Despite these remarkable improvements in diplomatic relations 

between Algeria and both the United States and France, there are still 

some obstacles to be removed so that such relations could acquire 

much depth in the future. The United States‘ stance regarding the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the problem of the Western Sahara is 

still negatively viewed by Algiers. Moreover, there are no significant 

social connections between Algeria and the U.S.A. that could sustain a 

closer and strategic relationship. Therefore, the actual positive 

relations between the U.S. and Algeria are the product of some 

imperative interests that could, in the future, easily improve or 

worsen. 
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          Contrary to the U.S.A., there are multiple and deep human links 

that unite France and Algeria. This Franco-Algerian intermingling 

could lead to a strategic partnership because it is in the interest of both 

countries. This would be possible when a vast field of political and 

economic cooperation is reached between the two countries.   

           The ongoing rivalry over Algeria should not prevent France 

and the United States to work together in North Africa because this 

region is big enough for both nations and offers real opportunities for 

economic investments. Consequently, they should realize that their 

interests would be enhanced if they cooperate and collaborate in 

addressing the problems of Algeria. They must bring the economic 

advantages necessary to alleviate the distress of the people, promote 

the emergence of strong civil society, and work for the promotion of 

democracy. Further, both nations should find other areas of 

cooperation in addition to the collaboration in the hydrocarbon sector, 

such as in the fields of cultural, technical, medical, and scientific 

exchanges.  

         France and the United States should not compete over 

dominance in  this region especially Algeria, because the latter is well 

positioned to serve as a lucrative market and a major energy supplier 

for both  Europe and North America. France should refrain from 

trying to win Algeria back at any cost and keep the U.S. away from its 

backyard. The United States, on the other hand, whether under the 

pretext of fighting international terrorism or promoting democracy, 

should try balance its policies and avoid pressing for global 

dominance which can only affect its own prosperity and international 

stability. The two powers should reshape their policies toward Algeria 

along transatlantic lines. 
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Notes 

 
  1 

See Graham E. Fuller, Algeria: The Next Funfamentalist State, 

(Santa Monoca, Calif.: RAND, 1996). 
  2 

See Ian O.Lesser, ―Policy toward Algeria after a Decade of 

Isolation‖Mediterranean Quarterly-Vol.12, N°2 (2001 
  3

 See George Joffe, ed., ―Perspectives on Development: The Euro-

Mediterranean Partnership (London: Frank Cass,1999). 

 
4
See Richard B. Parker, ―North Africa: Regional Tensions and 

Strategic Concerns‖ (New York: Praeger, 1984 
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Abstract 

 
The US-Israeli enduring alliance is not only an interest-based one. 

Even taken at its face value it proved to be exceptional. It has 

never been impinged by the vicissitudes of the world conjuncture; 

on the contrary, it is rather ever-growing. It somewhat becomes a 

sacred principle in the US decision-making institutions to 

“venerate”, not only this special relationship, but also all that is 

Jewish. Therefore, it is worth noting here that the US-Israeli 

cronyism is brought to fruition because it has certainly 

transcended the accustomed economic or political factors. In fact, 

this typical rapprochement is the result of an array of factors 

which are intertwined and deeply rooted in the traditions of both 

states. In this respect, the present paper attempts to scrutinize the 

US-Israeli special affinity in the new era, and to delve into the real 

influential factors that are at its origin.  

   

Résume 

 
Les intérêts ont toujours été les meilleurs facteurs qui établissent 

et maintiennent les relations entre états. Mais ils resteront 

précaires et risqueront de se rompre dès que les raisons qui les 

ont créés perdent leur ampleur, ou carrément disparaissent. En 

revanche, l’alliance Israélo-Américaine, au lendemain de l’après-

guerre froide, reste incorruptible, et elle est toujours menée avec 

la même ferveur et ardeur d’antan. Certes, ces relations, qui sont 

le fruit de nombreux facteurs, requièrent une analyse approfondie 

car elles sont pratiquement multidimensionnelles. Elles peuvent 

être d’ordre idéologique, économique, politique, ou religieux. A 

cet effet, l’article en question tente d’exhiber la vraie nature de 

ces liens étroits qui continuent – sans relâche – à lier les Etats-

Unis à Israël au détriment des populations indigènes.  
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       Interests have always been the main factor that knits nations 

together, and the type of any rapprochement between countries 

generally varies according to the prominence of these very interests. 

In the western pragmatism, the sustainability of any alliance is closely 

pertinent to the existing vital interests whose demise inevitably entails 

the abrupt fall of any strong friendship.  

       It is worth recalling that in November 1989, the convulsion which 

shook Eastern Europe came as a challenge to American interests 

throughout the world. This blustery wind of change did bring about a 

new conjuncture that blurred the USA itself, and reshuffled all the 

cards. For instance, Europe that was on the point of the sword during 

the whole period of the Cold War era, due to both the threat of the 

Soviet ideology and its military pre-eminence, was relieved of these 

apprehensions. In American calculations, the long-run peril caused by 

the whole communist camp has now vanished in that area (Nixon 

205). So, America has to orientate the sextant of its policy towards 

other hot spots. It focuses on the Middle East region for many reasons; 

it is a delicate zone that engulfs its vital interests, and also where its 

best ally, Israel, is located. 

       The collapse of the Old Order is supposed to bring about the end 

of the usual rivalry between the Great Powers; the spread of peace in 

many conflict-ridden areas, and the change in world relationships. 

Yet, in the Middle East, the new era indeed begets a different reality. 

Albeit many conflagrations are put out all over the world, the status 

quo ante in this area remains unspoilt. The USA has seemingly 

reconsidered its position towards wide ranging issues and states: for 

instance, Germany is reunified thanks to the US‟ blessing; Iraq, a 

former US ally, once selected to destabilize Iran, is torn asunder; 

Yemen, one of the former pro-Soviet regimes, is courted and 

befriended to be reliable in any emergency in the Gulf area. However, 

Israel has been an exception. It continues to profit greatly from the US 

accustomed backing and absolute protection (Kiali 12).  Before this 

state of affairs, one can only wonder about the strength of this tight 

alliance that has withstood the fever of change, and about the 

influential factors which are at its origin.    

       In fact, it has been a basic principle, closely related to American 

foreign policy, to regard the Jewish state as the most reliable ally, and 

the “bastion of democracy” in the Middle East. When Israel was 

proclaimed, in 1948, the USA immediately gave it recognition, and 
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started a policy of unfailing diplomatic, economic and military support 

that is still going on. No Congress, no administration has taken policy 

position at variance with the views held by Israel. The latter has 

always been the biggest recipient of the US substantial – financial and 

military – assistance to ensure both its survival and pre-eminence in 

the area (Parker42-43). 

       Capitalizing on the physical fragmentation of the Soviet Union, in 

the early nineties, America manoeuvred to ensure the upper hand in 

the Middle East that remained the philosophers‟ stone in the world 

economic and political competitions. American policy, since then, has 

somehow been ambivalent, swinging between two distinct and 

antithetical trends: to closely approach Israel, the chief enemy of the 

Arab states, and at the same time, to accommodate these very Arab 

states where the real American interests are and can be at stake. 

Therefore, American decision-makers assert that only an American 

presence in the area will guarantee American interests in the Middle 

East. Henry Kissinger, the former US Secretary of State, was right 

when he once said, “The Israeli force provides security to Israel only. 

As for American interests in the Middle East, this force is useless.” 

(Does America…66-69). He clearly offered hints that American 

presence in the region was a must. Therefore, America embarked on a 

series of pretexts
1 

susceptible to sustain the idea of the Middle Eastern 

indispensable partner. In this vicious circle, the enduring and unsettled 

Arab-Israeli conflict remains the best trump card which America 

continues to exploit for its own interest. It lavishly provides Israel 

with sophisticated arms to mop up any probable danger that may 

emanate from its Arab neighbours, because a stronger Israel perfectly 

guarantees both the sustainability of the status quo, in order to justify 

the US presence, and the safeguard of the US interests in the region. 

Thanks to this unconditional support, Israel has become an invincible 

power in the area. Many a time, the Arabs rose to liberate the 

Palestinian usurped land, but they came to realize an undeniable 

reality: Whenever they try to assault Israel, they are also going to war 

against the USA, either indirectly against advanced American 

weapons and technology in the hands of Israeli troops; or if Israel 

were ever about to be defeated, they found themselves in the hostile 

camp against America (Sofer 22-28).  
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 The New World Order and the US-Israeli Alliance 

  

       The end of bipolarity in the world, by the late eighties, begot the 

end of the bipolarization of the Middle East, but the USA continued, 

as usual, to practise its biased policy towards Israel, and privileged it 

to the detriment of its neighbouring states. Such behaviour can be 

quite noticeable in any American attempt to find a solution to the 

Arab-Israeli crisis. Many a time it tried to act as the “honest broker” to 

convene the belligerents, to propose peace plans, to supervise 

discussions, to accommodate the influential camps in the Arab world, 

but procrastination has always been the prevailing leitmotif, and all 

the negotiations between the warring parties remain dead letters. 

Desperate people in the area are frustrated by the faking attempts 

undertaken by America to find a fair and durable settlement. On the 

ground, they are daily surprised by the US double standard policy. 

They often think that peace talks would never be a perennial reality 

unless America is ready to show its bona fides in the handling of the 

conflict, and to forsake its geared policy (Kiali 14).        

       The typical US-Israeli alliance stirred the eagerness to scrutinize 

its nature, to look into its origins and the effective factors that have 

always strengthened it. By the dawn of the new era, three 

controversial trends came to broach the issue of this enduring 

relationship. The first trend asserted that Israel was fully dependent on 

the USA because it was as an American base in the region, and hence, 

worthy of being protected. The second tendency saw that it was Israel 

which had been devising the US Middle Eastern policies thanks to the 

Jewish lobbies‟ undue influence on both the US politics and economy. 

In this case, of course, the USA has “Hobson‟s choice” in 

underpinning Israel. It has only to continue to comply with the vision 

of this trend. It is somehow a forced or guided protection (Halimi 8-9). 

The third stand claimed that Israel, in the nineties, would no longer be 

an American strategic asset in the area, and therefore, the USA had to 

review its policy towards it (Whitcomb 12-16). Nonetheless, 

nowadays all these viewpoints can be refuted to merely say that the 

USA alone is able to determine this privileged relationship. Many 

perceptible factors are indeed at the origin of this close cronyism: 

religious impulses, ideological, economic and political facts, and also 

the geopolitical conjuncture of the area itself. Moreover, Israel 

continues to enjoy the US protection certainly not only owing to the 
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American interests, but also to other strong elements that should be 

apprehended in this context. If Israel is located in Asia, or in South 

America, such a relationship will certainly be different, even though 

we always continue to assert that the USA and Israel, “physically 

speaking [they] cannot separate.”
2
 Strong historical and religious links 

– which date back to the remote history of America itself – bind them 

for eternity. Furthermore, to rely upon the Israeli role in the area, as an 

evidence to demonstrate this close rapprochement, one has to evoke 

the real factors that had allowed the creation of the Jewish state in the 

Arab area. The Zionist project, for instance, was elaborated and 

immediately endorsed by the Western Great Powers before the birth of 

the Soviet Union itself, and also prior to the discovery of oil in the 

Arab Gulf area (Fieldman 140-142). Israel is regarded as a western 

extension, in the region of the Middle East, which should be protected. 

It is worth noting, in this case, that “containment”, “preventive and 

pre-emptive”
3
 policies, “selective engagement”, “Democracy 

enlargement”– brandished by the different American administrations – 

are often mentioned as pretexts to tighten the grip on the area, as a 

whole; but they do not serve as unique evidence to justify America‟s 

presence in the area, or to show its privileged alliance with Israel.     

       In the wake of the second Gulf War, Arab public opinion has 

often held one of the two following simplistic views regarding this 

weird rapprochement. First, as the Arabs see, Israel behaves as if it 

were one of the American states since it constitutes a strategic 

American base in the region. Second, and here they join the 

previously mentioned argument, American Congress and society are 

respectively so dominated by the Jewish lobby, and American Jews – 

often acting as an invisible government – that the USA finds itself 

constrained to bend to their wills (145). The Arab stance, here 

expressed vis-à-vis this American propensity to protect and to favour 

Israel, can be admitted to some extent. But it needs an in-depth 

analysis because it neglects some other facts – like religion, historic 

roots – often claimed by the Americans themselves. In the same vein, 

a new viewpoint emerged – in the area – in the aftermath of the end of 

the bipolar world order. It maintained the idea that America, 

strategically speaking, no longer needed Israel for the protection of its 

interests. This stance argued that, with the outbreak of the second Gulf 

War, American pretexts to interfere in the area were altered by new 

tactics. They were superseded by a spectrum of the new era 
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catchwords susceptible to give room to an American across-the-board 

interference: For example, democracy, terrorism threat, Weapons of 

Mass Destruction, the mounting Islamism, to name but a few. 

Whereas, the incipient American post-Cold War behaviour has 

revealed that this relationship is much more enhanced than ever  

before (148). 

       It is actually premature to say that the US-Israeli relationship is 

receding. The continuous blind alignment with Israel‟s arrogant 

policies is the perfect gauge which indicates the harmonious 

rapprochement between the two states. “Arabs should understand”, 

cynically said   Brzezinski, “[…] it‟s no wise that the US should press 

on the weakest [Israel] to concede. Arabs have not the least chance to 

get a settlement unless they manifest their readiness to accept the 

Israeli perpetual existence” (Wright 25). The former vice-president 

Dan Quell, in the George Bush administration, also expressed his view 

in the same way. He wittily put it this way, “the two states [the USA 

and Israel] need each other, because the alliance between them is built 

on two solid pillars: the strategic interests, and the common values. 

Amity and alliance between them go on for eternity.” Moreover, Quell 

refuted the thesis which argued that the end of the Cold War eroded 

the symbiotic bonds that had always tied America to Israel since, as he 

indicated, “these relationships did not come as a result of the Cold 

War” (26). James Helms, a Republican Senator who pleaded for a 

continuous and unconditional support for Israel, ascribed the 

American prosperous situation in the Middle East to the key role 

played by Israel. He pointed out, in this context, that “Had not Israel 

existed, the US‟ position in the Middle East would have been 

lamentable. We would not know the price we‟d spend to protect our 

interests in the area: as oil and like.”(27) 

       In fact, it is often perceived that the Jewish state is really an active 

actor that struggles to make the USA change its policies, and adapt 

them to the Israeli priorities. Nonetheless, albeit Israel strives to 

strengthen the links of this relationship – via its Jewish lobby, and 

American Jews – America alone can determine the ceiling of the 

Israeli policy and manoeuvres (Halimi 10). Stressing the American 

close commitment to the Jewish state, Q. William, argued that “the 

USA doesn‟t spend billions of dollars of military and economic aid to 

Israel for the sake of moral commitment, or under the constraints of 

two percent of its population [2% is the total number of American 
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Jews]. However, there‟s certainly something more realistic in this 

pledge…Israel is the most reliable American ally in the      

region.”(12-13). 

 

The Middle East: A Second Promised Land 

 

       If we were to delve into the remote history of the early foundation 

of the USA, we would find an amalgamation of beliefs closely related 

to the orientation of America‟s current policy towards the world in 

general, and towards Israel, in particular. It would be erroneous to 

think that the US-Israeli relationship was born with the discovery of 

the hydrocarbons in the area, and America‟s proclivity to favour Israel 

– at the expense of the peoples in the region – is only dictated by these 

very interests for which the USA attaches great importance. But 

rather, this alliance stems its roots deeply in the history of both. 

America, for instance, claims that it is endowed with a special destiny, 

and hence, there is a close similarity between it and biblical Israel. 

This divine pre-ordination – as it pretends – has elected it for a special 

mission in this world.  It empowers it to intervene for the sake of the 

western civilization, and to uplift backward peoples. Lee M. Friedman 

said that the early settlers “wanted to establish, in America, a 

theocratic state to restore the behaviour of the historic Jews.” (150). 

Moreover, the concept “to alter peoples and cultures, by other peoples 

and cultures”, through armed incursions and “unnatural” justifications, 

is the core of historical Israel. On the basis of such a philosophy, 

Americans embarked on the extermination of the “Red Indians,” and 

discrimination against the African Americans. By the same token, this 

slogan thrusts them to invade foreign states, and to pledge that they 

are Israel‟s protector in the Middle East. For the Pilgrim Fathers, 

America is none but a reincarnation of Old Israel, and each event they 

encountered – for instance, their persecution and their emigration to 

the New World, the westward movement – was regarded as an 

evidence for such a belief. Jonathan Edwards
4
 has evoked the real 

meaning of Israel in American belief; and, for him, the depiction of 

Jerusalem as the “City upon the Hill” is America itself that would be 

the light which soon spreads in any corner of the world. The Pilgrims 

again saw their arrival in the New World as a landing on the 

“Promised Land”, the same as was Palestine regarded by the Zionists 

when they considered it as “the final point, a return of the circle into 
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itself, the end of a movement that has shaken Europe and the whole 

world.”. The Manifest Destiny
5
 concept also leads to the idea of the 

absolute self-confidence that “Canaan”
6
 land is an elected nation. 

Such a vision clearly exhibits the real dimension of the Middle East 

region in American interests. It certainly epitomizes a return to one‟s 

origin, to a second “Promised Land” (Katz 31-42).  

       As it can be noticed from the above facts, the US-Israeli perennial 

relationship is unique of its own. The factors that have engendered it 

are so intertwined and solid that a physical dissension is likely 

impossible. It would be naïve to continue awaiting a probable 

American deflection from its biased policy; or unduly hoping for an 

alteration in American position towards Israel, because both states 

form a “single whole” with a common vision, and facing a common 

enemy (Davis 18-20).  

    

Israel’s Dimension in the New American Strategy 

 

       At the outset of the nineties, two events emerged to somehow 

orientate the course of history in the Middle East, and to compromise 

the US vision towards the area, namely the physical shattering of the 

Soviet Union, and the second Gulf War. Separately or combined, they 

impacted and, to some extent, diluted the US-Israeli relationship. The 

first issue compelled America to rethink of its generous assistance to 

Israel that became a real burden to the nation‟s economy. The USA 

saw that such an “effusive” economic and military backing would 

probably bring about horrendous consequences on American status of 

the sole remaining superpower. The second event, namely the second 

Gulf War, also embarrassed America which had promised its Arab 

coalition members, in the incursion on Iraq, that the settlement of the 

Arab-Israeli conflict would be one of its priorities as soon as it quelled 

Sadam‟s regime. America, taken at its word, felt that its credibility 

was at stake. Therefore, it attempted to satisfy the Arab camp by 

embarking on the peace process to find a durable solution to the Arab-

Israeli conflict. (Aharon 107-108)  

        Of course, the countdown for the erosion of the privileged Israeli 

both place and role – in American consideration – has not started yet. 

No post-Cold War American administration: the Bush Junior, the 

Clinton, or any other preceding one, has relinquished the protection of 

Israel which is rather regarded as victim of the Arab aggression 
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(Friedman 163-167). In America, however, people actually start to be 

aware of the tremendous US aid to Israel. They are critical to such 

American lax behaviour (Miller 57-59). “The Great Beast” in the 

Middle East – to borrow Hamilton‟s expression to denote restive 

people – that felt discriminated against, also gradually disapproved of 

American principles, and became distrustful of its presence in the 

area. The Arabs saw America‟s blind alignment with Israel as an 

insult, and a rift between them and the USA. In fact, only an impartial 

policy would repair and restore this frustrated confidence. Henry 

Kissinger, in a Machiavellian assessing statement, somehow summed 

up the dichotomy between America‟s action and reaction, by the early 

nineties. He advised the then leading staff to opt either for the 

promotion of America‟s political values, or simply for the 

embracement of typical behaviour which might serve as an example 

for others to adopt. However, in both cases, he quietly justifies that 

American interventionism is a necessary evil, and the US‟ presence 

outside its boundaries to interfere, to ally, to invade is an integral part 

of its policy. He noted in this context 

[…] the singularities that America has ascribed to itself 

throughout history have produced two contradictory attitudes 

towards foreign policy. The first is that America serves its 

values best by promoting democracy at home, thereby acting 

as a beacon for the rest of mankind; the second, that  

America‟s values impose on it an obligation to crusade for 

them  around the world (Diplomacy18). 

 

Moreover, Kissinger thinks that in the post-Cold War era America is 

required, more than ever before, to fully perform the appropriate 

responsibility of the sole remaining superpower. The promotion of the 

US‟ values should be adopted as the prominent principle around 

which its devised policies revolve (qtd in Parker 45-48). Such a vision 

clearly construes the US-Israeli close friendship, and American 

presence in the area. Yet, American open assistance to Israel, in the 

post-Cold War era, prodded people, in the USA, to be more 

inquisitive. “Why don‟t we consider Israel an American state?” they 

ironically reacted, and sometimes they bitterly asked, “Who has 

imposed this moral duty on the USA to help Israel?” They were even 

sceptical towards Israel‟s behaviour, and they often decried its 
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policies, because it always refused to adapt to the world changes (qtd 

in Essafir, 24March 1992). 

        By the dawn of the new era, Brzezinski, as a prominent US 

strategist, expressed a middle-of-the road standpoint as to the 

American assistance to the Jewish state. He attracted the US policy-

makers‟ attention to be more rational in their foreign aids, mainly 

towards Israel. He advisedly warned of the US costly commitment to 

the protection of this state in the post-Cold War era. He did not call 

for a square cancellation of America‟s subsidies to its most favoured 

Middle Eastern ally, but he was against any lavish assistance that 

might bring about the US‟ people reticence. He pointed out, in this 

respect, 

The US aid to Israel soared to US $77b,[which means]     

between $15,000- 20,000 for each man, woman, and child in 

Israel, and this amount by far  outnumbers the amount we can 

afford to our society […] this has provoked the American 

people‟s  indignation. Therefore, I think any endeavour made 

by the US leadership for peace […] will be supported  by the 

people (Middle East, 3 February, 1992). 

 

       American new considerations pertaining to the New World Order 

kept on arousing a spectrum of controversies. Pros and cons rose in 

many political and media spheres to fuel the debate over this issue. 

Once commenting on the US-Israeli common interests, an American 

analyst wrote “What is as alternatives by Israel, related to its future, is 

regarded as secondary problems by America. Israel […] seeks to 

ensure its security by creating buffer zones when it invades the 

neighbouring states, and not to expand for the sake of annexing new 

areas.”  (Muravchik 18-19). It was a manifest support to the Jewish 

state to justify its land confiscation policy. Anthony Lewis enriched 

the debate. He summed up the misunderstanding that sometimes 

“flared up” between the USA and Israel over the latter‟s intransigence. 

He argued that “the USA is not obliged to ensure to Israel what is not 

in the behalf of America. We don‟t want to use our assistance in a way 

susceptible to compromise the peace process; peace indeed is an 

opportunity to seize in order to build a secure position to Israel itself.” 

(20-25). The most violent US reaction towards Israel came from the 

former US Secretary of state, James Baker. He chose to aim his fire at 

the heads of some Jewish organizations. He advised them to relinquish 



 El-Tawassol n°18 Juin 2007 

 
 

  

their imperialistic ambitions. He pointed out, in this respect, that “it‟s 

time for Israel to forsake, and for ever, its unrealistic concept of 

„Greater Israel‟” (Shuman 26-30). Richard Murphy was also annoyed 

by the American infinite support to Israel. He wanted that the US 

backup, in this new era, should be plausible and rational. “Americans 

desire to really delimit Israel‟s boundaries”, he noted, “in order to 

know what should be protected or supported, because it is not an open 

commitment.” (qtd in Wright, J
r,
 20-27). Before him, Robert Dole, in 

his reaction, also evoked “the dynamic immobilism” that had always 

characterized Israel‟s policy in the area. He said that the Jewish state 

should keep up to the world changes. “We are able to take from 

Israel” he opined, “not to prejudice it since it is a reliable ally, but to 

notify it that we have other claims that should be fulfilled”.      

(Donald 8-9)  

       As it can be noticed, regardless the sporadically emerging trivial 

misunderstandings,  the bottom line is that the US-Israeli relationship 

becomes one of the American constant, an immutable principle easily 

embraced, and carefully implemented by any American decision-

maker. Intermittent official or public remarks often come up, in the 

USA, to warn of this exaggerated commitment that has seriously 

tarnished American image in the world political arena. But they are 

likely ineffective, because the US aid – to Israel – is always taking its 

course, albeit peoples in the Middle East region continue to view 

America as tantamount to an untrustworthy partner due to its affinity 

to the Jewish state. 

 

Conclusion 

 

       It is crystal clear, from the foregoing facts, that in this unipolar 

world the US‟s Middle Eastern policy is totally geared towards Israel. 

The US-Israeli alliance has become even more symbiotic than ever 

before. This privileged alliance has permitted the protection of the 

Israeli policy of transgression and intransigence in the occupied 

territories. Israel has always received “wink-and-nod” from America 

to commit its daily despicable acts, or to refuse concessions for the 

sake of peace. The USA has rather depicted the aggressor as victim, 

and defended its odious deeds, arguing that they are an inevitable 

response to violence, but without indicating the latter‟s real causes. It 

even thwarts any attempt to condemn Israel for its aggressions; and 
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the relative Security Council‟s resolutions are always intentionally 

vetoed by America. 

       Actually, the American-Israeli alliance has been unalterably 

evolving. However, the new era, even taken at its face-value, shows 

that it has really emerged with challenging realities which have 

seemingly influenced the US-Israeli close relationship in the Middle 

East. This unique cronyism is likely starting to be eroded by some 

conflicting views over wide-ranging issues: American credibility in 

the eyes of its Arab Middle Eastern partners; the peace process; the 

US substantial assistance to Israel. The latter has become a topical 

issue because with the fall of the USSR, America is supposed to halt 

its biased policy since the previous post-Cold War anticommunism 

tendency has lost much of its relevance, and the East-West rivalry has 

abated. In other words, the Middle East is no longer a bone of 

contention with the same degree of acuteness as it was in the Cold 

War era. In fact, America felt compelled to instill in its Middle 

Eastern policy new game rules, and thought that only a durable peace 

would be the panacea. Nonetheless, any misunderstanding between 

the USA and Israel should not be misconstrued since contentions 

between the two states have never reached the point of discord owing 

to the central place Israel has always occupied in American 

consideration. The American steadfast loyalty towards Israel can 

perhaps be perfectly rounded off by a deep, and true in every way, 

statement made by the former American President, Bill Clinton. He 

once said, “When I was young I remember speaking to our priest, 

[about] who truly loved Israel. He told me, „You have much potential 

– you might even be President of the United States. But remember one 

thing. If you ever forget Israel, God will forget you.‟”  

       Last but not least, we can assert that Israel‟s reliance on America 

is seen – by the Jewish state – as a dependence of existence; while the 

US‟ reliance on Israel is that of interests reinforced by kindred bonds. 

If we assume that Israel is created by Great Britain, we should not 

forget that it is fostered by the USA. In this respect, it is fair to note 

that the US-Israeli special relationship is none but a collusion that has 

jeopardized the Middle East region. It is an everlasting alliance, 

founded upon strategic interests and common values that continue to 

the present-day to knit the two states in the area. Yet, if America 

keeps on espousing its blind alignment with Israel to the detriment of 

the peoples in the region, itching to meddle in the affairs of the 
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neighbouring states, acting as a “redeemer nation” for the 

implementation of a concealed agenda, it will damage its position, and 

as it has been noted by Brzezinski, it “will destroy [its] existence in 

the Middle East area”. (Viewpoint, 7 August, 2006).                                             
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 Notes 

 
 1

Among the pretexts America has fabricated, in the post-Cold 

War era, we can evoke some catchwords like: WMD, terrorism, 

democracy that are adopted with a stated goal: to justify and 

perpetuate its presence in the area of the Middle East. It is a 

compromising statement said by Abraham Lincoln – the 16
th

 US 

President (1861-1865), when the southerners strove to secede from the 

Union in the early 1860‟s.  
 2

These are two strategies used by the USA in its interventionist 

policy. According to Joseph Cirincione, the Director of the Non-

Proliferation Project of the Carnegie Endowment, “Preemptive war is 

justified by an imminent threat or attack, a clear and present danger 

that the country in question is about to attack you. In such a case, a 

preemptive attack is recognized as justifiable. However, what America 

has so far undertaken can be depicted as a “preventive” war”.   
 3

An American theologian (1703-1758) who was extremely 

rigid in his stances. He was once pastor in New York and 

Northampton. For more details you can visit the website: 

http://www.monergism.com/tethreshold/articles/edwards.html  
 4

This nationalistic phrase is the zeal that has always thrust 

Americans to expand inside the boundaries of their country: the 

Westward Movement, and also to crusade outside them to carry out 

their imperialistic ambitions in many parts of the world.
 

 5
It is a religious term that came to denote the USA itself, as a 

promised land, in reference to St Matthew. In its original meaning, it 

is the Biblical name of Palestine. 
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Abstract  

 
The article aims to discuss the use of cultural productions in the 

teaching of Foreign Languages, mainly English. I attempt to 

demonstrate that such a musical as West Side Story may be used 

as „text‟ in order to help the students of English to investigate 

various aspects of American literature and civilisation, as well as 

the specificities of American English. My discussion of this topic is 

set against the background of the recent studies in Cultural Theory 

and Mikhail Bakhtin‟s view that any cultural production grounded 

in language may be considered as „text‟.  

 

Résumé 

 
L‟article se propose d‟étudier les contributions des productions 

culturels dans l‟enseignement des langues étrangères, notamment 

l‟anglais. A travers l‟analyse de West Side Story nous essayerons 

de démontrer que cette œuvre musicale peut-être d‟un grand 

apport pour les étudiants afin de les initier à certains aspects de 

la littérature et civilisation américaines. L‟étude utilise comme 

références théoriques la « Cultural Theory » et certains concepts 

de Mikhail Bakhtin.  

      

The purpose of this essay is to show the contributions of cultural 

productions in the teaching of English. Since language cannot be 

dissociated from its socio-cultural context, the use of cultural works 

may expose the student to real life situations and make the learning of 

English easier and more efficient. Moreover, the contributions of 

cultural  productions in the teaching of English may be of greater 

importance, especially in such English departments and sections  in 
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Algeria where the curriculum does not only focus on the teaching  of 

language, but also consists of certain modules dealing with the 

literature and civilization of Anglo-Saxon countries. Hence, a film, a 

painting, a song or a journalistic piece of writing, may give to the 

students deeper insights into the history and culture of the United 

States and Great Britain. 

However, I would like to mention that my aim, when dealing 

with this topic, is not to provide a recipe of techniques of how a 

cultural production is to be used in the curriculum of English teaching. 

Rather, through the analysis of West Side Story, I shall refer to some  

specific socio-cultural constructs and social practices that are reflected 

in this musical, which, if given  greater attention such courses as 

American literature and civilization, and perhaps linguistics, may help 

give the student the means to comprehend the socio-cultural 

phenomena that shape the language he is dealing with. 

The approach I have adopted in my analysis of West Side Story 

follows Mikhail Bakhtin‟s view that all cultural productions “rooted 

in language” may be referred to as text and that this view “has the 

salutary effect of breaking down the walls, not only between popular 

and elite culture, but also between text and context”. Moreover, for 

Bakhtin the distinction between text and context is “an artificial one, 

for in fact there is an easy flow of permeability between the two”. 

Text, as he also argues, “is at every point inflicted by history and 

shaped by events”. (Stam116)  

As for my choice of something as popular as Wes Side Story as 

the subject of my analysis, it is somehow determined by the 

development of Cultural theory and its impact in the field of American 

Studies. In an essay entitled, “Listening to Learn and Learning to 

Listen: Popular Culture, Cultural Theory, and American Studies,” 

George Lipsitz has indeed dealt extensively with the importance of 

contemporary Cultural Theory and its adoption by American Scholars. 

According to him, this concern with the relationship between cultural 

texts and social practices has drawn the interests of some scholars, 

mainly those belonging to the “Myth-and-Symbol School”.Yet, as 

George Lipsitz also argues: 
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For all their attention to the role of language in shaping and 

reflecting social practice, the myth-and-symbol scholars still 

tended to make sweeping generalizations about society  

based upon images in relatively few elite literary texts,and 

they never  adequately theorized the relation-ship between 

the cultural texts and  social action(623). 

 

  Hence, in order to overcome these shortcomings some 

American scholars, like Bruce Kuklick and Gene Wise have “argued 

for a new American Studies, one that would be self-reflexive, 

pluralistic, and focused on the particular and concrete practices of 

American everyday life, while at the same time remaining 

comparative and cross-cultural.”(Lipsitz 623) George Lipsitz 

concludes his argument by suggesting that Cultural theory seems to 

achieve Wise‟s goals because, as he states, 

Contemporary Cultural Theory‟s location of                                   

language within larger social and discursive contexts 

inevitably leads it toward cultural 

   practices beyond literature, especially to popular 

   culture. In recent years, many of the most effective 

   applications of European Cultural Theory within 

   American Studies have been presented within 

   analyses of popular culture(623).  
   

As Bernstein relates, the idea of staging a musical on a modern 

version of Romeo and Juliet set in the slums of New York, originated 

in 1949. After various postpones, exciting discussions, hard work and  

long rehearsals, the opening performance of West Side Story was  

finally held in August 1957. Although the work was initially received 

with mixed criticism, it was to become later one of the most popular 

artistic achievements in the United States and deeply ingrained in the 

cultural consciousness of Americans. Various reasons lie behind the 

success of West Side Story. Artistically, Bernstein‟s musical appears 

as the first work to have “fulfilled Broadway‟s long-standing desire   

for an integrated expression of drama, music and dance”.(West Side 

Story 2) In other words, it has managed to merge popular style with 

„high‟ cultural expressions such as , ballet dancing, opera , and  

theatre. In addition, thanks to its themes and socio-historical 

references, West Side Story emerges as an epic that glorifies America 
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and celebrates its ideals. But, like some of the outstanding American 

artistic works, although this musical stresses the greatness of the New 

Nation, it also reflects, as the tragic ending of the story suggests, the 

uneasiness that characterizes America and its shaky foundations. 

Finally, West Side Story seems to have appealed to its various 

audiences because of its romantic plot and its universal themes such 

as, love versus hatred and love and death. 

Briefly, West Side Story, deals with the rival tensions between 

two teenage gangs, the „Jets‟ a self-styled American gang, and the 

„Sharks‟ a group of young Puerto Ricans. Each gang strives to drive 

the other off the streets. Later, at the insistence of Tony, an agreement 

is reached between the Sharks and the Jets to have a fair bare-handed 

fight. On the appointed day, the gangs meet for the fight in a deserted 

area under a highway. After  an  exchange  of  harsh  talk  switch-

blade  knives  appear and  Riff, the leader of the Jets, and Bernardo, 

the leader of the  Sharks, begin  to  fight. As a consequence, Riff is 

killed and Tony, grabbing his weapon, in turn knifes Bernardo. 

Losing control, the gangs join battle until they are interrupted by a 

police whistle. They flee leaving behind the bodies of Riff and 

Bernardo. 

However, this sad conflict serves only as a background to a more 

tragic story: the romance between Tony, a „Jet‟ and closest friend of 

Riff; and Maria, Bernardo‟s sister. Maria, newly arrived from Puerto 

Rico to marry her brother‟s friend, Chino, attends the dance at the 

Gym and meets Tony who, in spite of the hatred, between the gangs, 

falls in love with her. Later, when Tony pays  a  visit  to Maria in the 

bridal shop where she works, Maria  makes  him promise  to  stop  the 

fight  between his  gang  and  her  brother‟s. But  in  spite  of  his  

efforts,  Tony  is  unable  to  put  an  end  to  the  conflict. On the  

contrary,  during  the  fight  between  Riff  and  Bernardo, seeing  that  

the  latter  has  knifed  his  friend, Tony in turn Kills  Maria‟s  brother.     

Maria  is  unaware  of  what  has  happened  and  is  gaily  

preparing  to  meet  Tony until  Chino  bursts  in  her  room  and  tells  

her  that  her  brother  has  been  killed by her  lover. In  spite  of  her  

grief,  Maria is  unable to  send  Tony away  when  he  comes  to  see  

her. Later, Maria  comes  to  know  that  Chino  has  seized  a  gun  

and  has  rushed out  in search  of  Tony. Thus, she decides to go and 

warn Tony against Chino. At Midnight, Tony runs into her but their 

moment is brief.  Chino appears from behind a building and shoots 
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Tony dead. Drawn  together  by  the  tragedy, the  stunned  gangs  lift  

up  the  body  of  Tony  and  carry  him  off. (West Side Story, p.3) 

As  the  above  summary  reflects,  and  as  its  authors  

conceived  it, West Side Story is a  modern  version  of  Romeo  and  

Juliet. Indeed, one can draw many parallels between Bernstein‟s ork 

and Shakespeare‟s play.  The „modernity‟  of  the  musical  is  mainly  

related  to  its  fresh  and  contemporary  setting  as  well  as  to  its 

protagonists. Hence, while  the action  of  Romeo and  Juliet  takes  

place  in the  16
th

  century  Italian  city,  Verona, West  Side Story  is 

set  in  the  New York   slums  of  the 1950‟s. And instead  of  the  

noble  families  of  the  Montagues  and  the   Capulets,  the  rival  

protagonists  in  West Side  Story  are  two  teenage  gangs. These 

features are the major differences. But however important they cannot  

overshadow  the  apparent  similarities  between  West Side Story  and  

Romeo and Juliet.  For  example,  as  is  the  case with  Romeo  and  

Juliet,  Tony  and Maria  meet  and  fall  in  love  with  each  other  

during  a  danced  event.  Moreover,  like  Romeo  who  kills  Tybalt,  

Juliet‟s   cousin,  it  is  Tony  who  causes  the  death  of  Bernardo, 

Maria‟s brother. I  would  suggest, however,  that  one  of  the most  

striking  similarities  between  the  two  works  is  embodied  in  the 

„balcony  scenes‟ of  West Side Story  and  Shakespeare‟s  play. It  is  

indeed  in these two  important  scenes  that  Tony  and  Maria, and  

Romeo  and  Juliet  seal  their  love, respectively. Finally,  it  is  worth  

mentioning  that  each of these  two  love  stories  develops  in  a  

hostile  environment  that  ultimately  causes  its  tragic  ending. 

 West Side Story   also  reminds  us  of  some  of  the great  American  

novels  such  as, The Great Gatsby  and  A Farewell to  Arms. Like  

Fitzgerald‟s  masterpiece  and  the work of Ernest  Hemingway, West  

Side  Story   also  deals  with  love  and  death, yearning  and  

frustration. One  would  suggest,  for  example,  that  because  of  their  

tragic  fate Gatsby,  and  Tony  shared  a  certain  belief  in  American  

values  and  a  conception  of  love which  do  not  only  make  them  

appear  “great”,  but  also the “last of  the  romantics”. Unlike 

lieutenant  Henry  and  Catherine (A Farewell to Arms)  who  manage  

to  preserve  their  love  by  running  away  from  the  warring  front  

to  the  Swiss  mountains,  Maria  and  Tony  could  not  escape  their  

hostile  environment. However,  as  the  song  „Somewhere‟  reflects,  

like  Henry  and  Catherine, also  dream  of  a  place  where  they  can  

be  free  from  prejudice  and  be  happy. It  is  possible  to  carry  on   
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the  comparison  further,  but  suffice it to  say  here  that  both A 

Farewell to Arms and  West  Side  Story  also  seem  to  suggest  that  

the  restlessness of  their  respective  characters  and  the  failure  of  

their  love  is  the  result  of  certain  socio-historical  and  cultural  

tensions. 

Half way through West Side Story,   the sharks perform a song 

entitled “America”. What  emerges  from  the  lyrics  of this  song  is  

a  celebration  of  America  and  of  the American  way  of  life. Thus,  

America  is  seen  as  a  place  of  attraction  for   the deprived  Puerto 

Rican  immigrants  who,  like  their  predecessors  of  different  

nationalities, come to  this  “promised  land”  to  get  rich  and  fulfil  

their  dreams. In  the  same song  there  is an  emphasis  on  certain  

objects  of  desire, like  the  automobile,  T.V., and  the  washing 

machine, because  they  imply freedom , comfort,  and  the  enjoyment 

of  a  decent  social  status.  The  focus  on  these  consumer  goods, 

among  others,  seems  to  symbolize the technological  progress  of  

the  United  States, and  the  celebration  of  American capitalism. 

Even  Rosalia,  the  homesick  Puerto  Rican  girl, is  fascinated  by  

the  material  prosperity  of  America. Her purpose when coming to  

the  United  States,  is  clear. Not  only  does  she  want  to  enjoy  the  

American  prosperity  and  have  its  own  share  of  it, but  she  is  

also determined  to  make  her  own  relatives  back  home  profit  

from  the material  wealth  of  America. As  she  claims, “I‟ll  drive  a  

Buick  through  San  Juan (and)  I‟LL  give  my  cousins  a  free  

ride”. Or,  as  she  also  adds, “ I‟ll  bring  a  TV  to  San  Juan  (and) 

I‟ll give  them  a  washing  machine” (16). 

America  also  emerges  as  a  dreamland, especially  when  it  is  

contrasted with  the poor  Puerto  Rico  which  remains,  in  spite  of  

Rosalia‟s  efforts  to  advertise   the merits of  her  homeland, a place  

of  poverty  and  depravity. This  is  clearly shown  in  the  exchange  

of  arguments  between  Rosalia  and  the  seemingly  assimilated  

Anita. When  Rosalia  expresses  her  admiration  and  attachment  to 

Puerto  Rico, Anita  mockingly,  and  somehow  cruelly, destroys  her  

arguments  by  laying  bare  the  crying  misery  of Puerto Rico. The  

first two stanzas from the song illustrate this exchange  of  arguments.   
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  Rosalia: 

   Puerto Rico 

  You lovely Island 

  Island of tropical breezes 

  Always the pineapples growing 

            Always the coffee blossoms blowing 

 

    Anita (mockingly): 

   

 Puerto Rico 

 You ugly Island 

 Island of topic diseases 

Always the hurricane blowing 

Always the population  growing 

And the  money owing, 

And the babies  crying 

And the bullets flying 

I like the island of  Manhattan 

Smoke on your pipe and put that in (16). 

Anita‟s longer  reply  and  her  telling  arguments  leave no doubt the  

sharp  contrast  between  Puerto Rico  and  the Island  of  Manhattan. 

Artistically,  the  refrains  of  the  song  and  the  light  and  

joyful  atmosphere characterizing the  musical  also  contribute to  the  

celebration  of  the  greatness and prosperity  of  America. Except  for  

Rosalia who apparently  finds it difficult to get over her  homesickness  

or  betray  her  attachment  to her  homeland, all  the  other Puerto 

Ricans  join in  expressing their faith  in  America  an  their  happiness 

to  enjoy  its  wealth:       

      

Others (Except  Rosalia)      All (except  Rosalia) 

    
I like  to  be  in  America!      Immigrant goes to America! 

Okay by me  in  America!      Many hellos in America! 

Everything  free  in  America,     Nobody knows in America,  

For a  small fee in  America.    Puerto Rico‟s in America. 
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 All  (except  Rosalia)   All (except  Rosalia) 

 
Automobile  in  America !          I like the shores of America! 

Chromium steel in America!      Comfort  is  yours in America! 

Wire-spoke wheel in America,  Knobs on the doors in America, 

Very big deal in America.        Wall-to-wall floors in America.(p.16) 

 

          The repetition  of  the word  America  at the end  of  each  verse  

is  an  index  of the  Puerto Ricans‟ fascination  with  this country. 

Moreover, the celebration of  America by these apparently  

assimilated  immigrants would  seem  to suggest  the  success of  the  

„Melting  Pot‟  symbol. 

         The  image  of  the  Melting  Pot  came  to  be  used first  in  

1908  when  a  Jewish  American  writer,  Izrael  Zangwill,  produced  

a  play  entitled, The Melting Pot in  New York. In  it,  he  conceived  

of  America  as  a “pot”  in  which  the  mass  of  immigrants  are  

mixed  together  and  are  changed  through  an  assimilation  process 

into Americans. Thus, immigrants, and  black  people for  that  matter, 

would  have  to  use  Fanon‟s  words, “only  one  destiny  and  it  is  

white”. However, in  the  face of  the difficulties  endured  by  

immigrants  in  America,  and  as  the  conflict  between  the  Jets  and  

the  Sharks  reflects, the  Melting  Pot  symbol  proved  a  dubious  

one. To  some  extent,  the  limited  success, if  not  the  failure  of  the  

Melting Pot idea  was  both  the  result  of a  nativistic   attitude  

toward foreigners  and  the immigrant‟s  reluctance  to  be  assimilated  

as  well  as  his  desire  to  cling  to  his  own  cultural background—a  

fact  that  led  the members  of  each  ethnic  group  to  gather  

together. West Side Story also illustrates this argument. Indeed, it  

reveals  on the one  hand  the  nativistic  behaviour of  the  Jets,  and, 

on  the  other  hand,  a  certain  cultural  resistance  of  some  of  the  

Puerto  Ricans. 

At  the  beginning  of  West  Side  Story, after  the  danced  

prologue  which  stresses  the  growing  rivalry  between  the  two  

teenage  gangs,  the  Jets  perform what is  called  “The Jet  Song”.  A  

close  look  at  the  lyrics  of  this  song  would  show  an  unlimited  

praise and  glorification  of  the  Jets. The latter  appear  as  a  unified  

and  solid  group, proud  and  determined  to  defend  their  interests. 

As Riff, the leader of the Jets, states, 
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When you‟re a Jet,     You‟re home with your own:  

You‟re a Jet all  the way         When company‟s expected, 

From your  first cigarette        You‟re well protected 

To your last dying day.            Then you  are  set     

When you‟re a Jet                 With a capital J.  

If the spirit  hits  the  fan,        Which you‟ll never forget 

You got brothers  around,        Till they cart you away. 

You‟re a family man!               When you‟re a Jet 

You‟re never alone,      You stay  

You‟re never disconnected!     A Jet. (12) 

 

The  Jets  also  appear  as a powerful  gang  with  the  necessary  

means  to  strike down the „enemy‟. One  is  even  reminded  of  the  

„Rambo‟ type  of  fighters. Moreover, the “Jet  Song”  may be  also 

perceived as a  typical nativistic  song  which  stresses  the  superiority  

and  greatness  of  the  Jets,  and  turns  into  ridicule  the  Sharks, 

(“The Sharks‟ ll steer  clear/ „Cause  ev‟ry  Puerto Rican/ „S a lousy  

chicken!”). Perhaps  what  makes  the  Jets  appear  so  powerful  and  

so  conceited  is  the  fact  that  in  the text  of  West Side  Story there  

is  no  “Shark  Song”  to  praise  the merits  of  the Sharks, or at  least  

to  oppose  the  mocking  statements  of  the Jets. 

This  is  not  to say  that  the  young  Puerto  Ricans  remain  

passive.On  the  contrary, not  only  are  they  determined  to  preserve 

their  identity, but  they also  seem to challenge, in  the words of  the 

multiculturalists, “the conceptual  centre  of  whiteness”. Indeed,  the  

first  and  obvious  sign  of  their  (cultural) resistance  is  the  

gathering  of these Puerto  Ricans  in  a  street  gang  with  a  very  

telling name. Racial survival  in a  hostile  environment  and  the  

preservation  of  cultural  identity  would  appear  as  the  reasons 

behind  Maria‟s  coming  to  America.  As it emerges  from the  story,  

Maria  leaves  her  native  Puerto  Rico in order  to  marry  Chino, her  

brother‟s  friend. And  during  the  fight  between  the  two  gangs  

when  Tony  tries  to  interfere, Bernardo  reacts  violently  against  

him  because he was  enraged  that Tony  has  been  making  advances 

to his sister. Later, after the death of Bernardo, his girlfriend Anita 

expresses the same feelings of hatred toward Tony. In  a  passage  

entitled, “A  Boy Like  That”, Anita  is  filled  with  repulsion  in  

front of Maria‟s  attachment to Tony and  scolds her  for  her  attitude, 

especially  after  the  killing  of  her  brother. 
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   A boy like that who‟d kill your brother, 

  Forget that by and find another,  

  One of your own kind 

  Stick to your own kind (24). 

 

Finally,  an  instance  that  illustrates the  lack  of  assimilation in  

West  Side Story  is  when  Maria  and  her parents  address  each  

other  in  Spanish (their native language). In  the  “Balcony  Scene”  

which  features  Maria  and  Tony  pledging  their  love  to  each  

other, and  seeing  that  her  daughter  is  spending  a  long  time on  

the  fire  escape, Maria‟s  mother  decides  to  call her. Maria answers 

by saying, “Momentito Mama”.  But  since  this  „momentito‟  seems  

to  last  forever,  the  father  decides to  call  in  his  turn , “Maruca” (a 

Spanish  pet name for  Maria)  who  is  quick  to  reply, “Si , ya  

vengo,  papa” (15) . 

The  preservation  of  the  linguistic  identity,  as  shown  

through  Maria  and  her  parents,  reminds  us  of  Bakhtin‟s  view  

that  cultural  struggle and  the  batlle  for  political  power  are  fought  

out  on  “the  terrain  of  language”. As  Robert  Stam  also  suggests  

in  his  essay, “Mikhail  Bakhtin  and Left Cultural  Critique,” Bakhtin  

“locates  ideological  struggle at the  pulsating  heart  of  all discourse, 

whether  in  the form  of  political  rhetoric, artistic  practice,  or  

everyday  language  exchange”.(Stam,123)  Indeed,  we  have  seen  

earlier  how  such  songs  as,  “America”  and  the  “Jet  Song”  are  

loaded  with  ideological  manifestations. This is also the case of 

another song entitled, “Gee, Officer Krupke”.  In  this  song  the Jets  

enact  a  parody of  some  of  America‟s  social  institutions  and  the  

American  establishment. The  parody  also  reflects  the  non-

conformist  way of  life  the  young  generations  and  a  certain  

resistance  to  the  kind  of  “oppression (that)  often  „passes‟  in  the  

more  subtle  forms  of face-to-face  discursive  interaction : the  cop‟s  

subtly or not so subtly language…TheWelfare bureaucrat‟s 

patronizing of the welfare recipient” (Stam123) . 

  To  conclude  with, I  would  like to  quote  a  story  that  

George  Lipsitz  relates  at  the  beginning of  his  essay, “Listening  to  

Learn  and  Learning to  Listen”. As he put it, 
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According to story often told among Jazz musicians, 

when trumpet player Clark Terry first joined the Duke 

Ellington Orchestra in 1951, he rehearsed in his mind 

every complicated technical manoeuvre that might be 

expected of him. The young musician waited anxiously 

for instructions  from the legendary band leader, but 

all his new boss asked was “to listen”. When Terry 

complained that anyone could just sit and listen, the 

ever enigmatic Ellington  informed  him that “there‟s 

listening and there‟s listening, but what I want from 

you is to listen”  (15). 

 

 Following  Clark  Terry‟s  example, we  are  tempted  to  say  that  

anyone could just sit and listen  to  West Side Story,  but the teacher  

of  as  well  the  student  of  English  are  required, as  Duke  Ellington  

put it,  to  listen . One may  also  add  that  not  only  do  they  have  to 

listen  to  learn, but  also learn  to listen.      
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Abstract 

 

The aim of this paper is to attempt to show how and why in Richard Wright's Black 

Boy. Parents, relatives and society at large try to subdue Richard, the protagonist 

by the use violence. The aim behind the repeated castigation of the chid by his 

parents, relatives and other people is to subdue him and suppress in him any 

impulse towards individuality, liberty and transgression of the prevailing white 

social order as it existed in the first half of 20
th

 century segregated America. Indeed, 

any time the child Richard transgressed the prevailing order, in or outside the 

community, he was beaten severely and left alone to experience loneliness and 

terror of being abandoned. Total submission of the child by violent beatings, fear 

and terror was an unconscious and undeclared objective of parents, relatives and 

other members and the Black community. Indeed, the child had to internalise his 

inferior social status very early through repeated beatings so that he learns not to 

transgress the Jim Crow Laws and so survive in racist America. 

 

Résumé 

 

L'objectif de cet article est d'essayer de montrer comment et pourquoi - dans 

l'œuvre Black Boy de Richard Wright - les parents, les proches et de façon générale 

l'Amérique raciste du début du 20ème siècle essaient de manière consciente ou 

inconsciente par l'utilisation de la violence de soumettre à l'ordre établi Richard, le 

protagoniste du roman. 

Le but recherché, par les punitions répétées administrées à l'enfant par les parents 

et les proches de la famille et du voisinage était sa soumission totale et la 

suppression en lui de toute individualité, liberté ou toute velléité de transgression de 

l'ordre établi alors aux Etats-Unis. 

Toutes le fois que l'enfant Richard transgressait l'ordre blanc,il était battu 

sévèrement puis laissé seul face à la peur d'être abandonné même par les siens, lui 

fait, l'enfant Richard comme tous les autres enfants noirs de l'Amérique raciste 

devait être ainsi 'préparé ', par la violence à l'internalisation très précoce de son 

statut d'être inférieur, à accepter sa place et à ne pas transgresser les lois racistes 

pour pouvoir survivre dans l'Amérique raciste du début du 20ème siècle. 



 El-Tawassol n°18 Juin 2007 

 
 

 

Introduction 

Before getting to the study of how and why fear was implanted in the 

child Richard, in Black Boy, it is worth presenting briefly the southern 

setting and the historical context in which the writer, Richard Wright grew 

up. 

This is approximately the period extending from his birth in 1908 to 

1925, the date of his departure to Chicago, to escape racism and the terror 

imposed on Blacks by the southern racist states. For the Black community, 

the first quarter of the 20th c. was still dominated by the vivid images of the 

American Civil War, the Reconstruction and the "separate but equal * 

policies introduced by the 'Plessey-Ferguson' decision of 1896 meant to 

legalise the separation of races and to disfranchise Black Americans. As a 

matter of fact, separation and exclusion of the African Americans from the 

United States institutions "and out of the public, social and economic life of 

the South were accomplished by the terror of the Ku Klux Klan through 

arson, pillage and death."
1 

According to Richard Wright himself, the exclusion of the Blacks from 

politics was motivated by white racists' suspicion that Blacks are a menace 

to the white social order and supremacy set during the slavery period in the 

southern states. The Reconstruction Period which had permitted the African 

American community to make some political gains, thanks to the support the 

latter received from anti-racist Northerners, ended abruptly with the 

withdrawal of the federal troops giving southern racists the opportunity to 

recapture power, exclude Blacks and start a policy of total segregation which 

they imposed through the terror of the Klan. The Klanners' mounted 

propaganda campaigns were based on pseudo threats to white womanhood 

and the US presidency symbolising and guaranteeing respectively the purity 

of the race and the American democracy. In 1925, the five million Klansmen 

were ready to act against Black Americans in order to annihilate any threat 

to the white order. I hen policy aimed at the complete submission of Blacks. 

Such a submission was to be attained by violence and terror and maintained 

through the use of mob lynching within a vast «dense ideology of racial 

superiority that would", as Wright himself put it "justify any act of violence 

taken against him [the Negro] to defend the while dominance, and further, to 

condition him to hope for little and lit receive that little without rebelling."
2
 

 

The 'separate but equal policy' introduced by the Plessey-Ferguson 

decision made by the Supreme Court was the corner stone of the legalization 
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of segregation in the United States. However, Plessey-Ferguson was just the 

beginning of more and more discriminatory laws meant to maintain African 

Americans away from progress; and emancipation. In the mind of its 

initiators, this policy of systematic segregation in all fields of life would 

ghettoize African Americans in the extent that they would, in the long run, 

stop taking whites as thou reference for equality and emancipation. For the 

white racists who wanted to impose the separation of races and the 

supremacy as white order, segregation would act as a catalyst for Blacks to 

develop a black-sub-white social culture and 'racial' order in which equality 

would mean equality among Blacks and not with Whites. The black 

community thus formed - rather ghettoized- would develop its own and 

seemingly self-imposed cultural values and rules in white segregation and 

inequality are central. The black community would function within the social 

boundaries imposed on it by the force of racist laws- the Jim Crow Laws. 

Time and pressure would as well have their imprints and effects on the 

internalisation and reproduction of a segregated society thanks, partly, to 

the active role of 'Uncle Toms'. Long term practices of racism would give 

birth to a distinct black culture based on the unquestionable principle of 

segregation White supremacy, as white supremacists wanted, would In-

established. Each of the two communities would develop distinctly and 

separately. Therefore, the black community having been ghettoised and 

confined to an inferior social status would reproduce itself by itself through 

inculcating to its members, especially children values of submission, 

segregation and boundaries not to transgresi The main means by which 

African American were to be maintained within the limits desired was the 

use of unlimited violence. In this perspective and with regard to the black 

child, parents and other family members act unconsciously as whites 

repressive agents against their own children. When the child grows older it is 

the role of the community as a whole to maintain him within the racially 

imposed limits. 

How to make segregation perennial? Part of the guarantee of the 

perenniality of segregation in racist America was the submission of the 

natural love for freedom and individuality in blacks, especially in black 

children, to prevent them from challenging family and social authority at 

large. This practice, as well guarantees the survival of the black community. 

One should not forget that many historians had put the question of slavery at 

the centre of the American Civil War. Castigation of black children to 

subdue them to accept their position of unequal people belonging to an 

inferior race was one way to do it. This is a prominent theme in Richard 
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Wright's Black Boy which I will attempt to examine in order to show how 

Wright experienced the policy of segregation and how fear and terror were 

implanted in him. Horror, suffering, segregation and confinement were the 

daily lot of the black community. These depressing circumstances were later 

worsened by the evils brought about by the Great Economic Depression. 

Richard Wright, a sensible and sensitive child, later a very articulate writer, 

was victim of a blind terror during all his childhood. He was however, able 

to see and understand the effect of terror meant to submit him into accepting 

to live within the limits of the social order imposed on his community. 

As a matter of fact, in his early childhood, Richard, the protagonist, 

feared his father and tried hard to work out a way to escape his oppressive 

authority. Later when the father deserted the house, Richard suffered from 

hunger and henceforth associated his father's image "with my [Richard's] 

pangs of hunger, and whenever I was hungry, I thought of him with a deep 

biological bitterness." 
3
 The bitterness Richard felt towards his father was the 

final step of his complete rejection of the authoritative but failing father. 

However, after the desertion of his father, hunger became his daily lot. The 

diner of fried chicken to which a priest was invited and which he wolfed 

almost alone, despite Richard's protest, is an illustrative example of the 

latter's concern with vital need. And when his mother was cut of work, he 

could not calm his aching stomach and dizzy head. 

 

However, hunger was not confining itself to the destruction of 

Richard's normal growing process only; it also brought about family 

dislocation. Richard and his brother Leon were put in an orphan where, in 

addition to hunger, they terribly lacked their mother's affection. 

In Maggil's, his aunt home, there was plenty to eat; Richard could not 

believe it true. However, fear of being foodless which was strongly and 

cruelly implanted in him was more vivid than reality itself. During that 

period, Richard developed the habit of stealing food: "I stole bread and put 

in my pockets...I stopped hiding the bread in pockets and hid it about the 

house, in corners, behind dressers."
4
 Richard could not get rid of the spectre 

of hunger which now and then reappeared in frightening forms such as the 

form of a ghost and hunger staring at him gauntly. During his childhood, 

Richard's relationships with other people, especially next of kin, were based 

upon the latter capacity to secure him from hunger. Thus when Uncle 

Hoskins was killed Richard was terrorised first because: "white folks say 

they'll kill all Uncle's relatives," and second because he felt the spectre of 

hunger around the corner again. For as he put it: "We were Southern 
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Negroes and we were hungry and we wanted to live, but we were more 

willing to tighten our belts than risk conflicts."
5
 If fear of hunger had been a 

first important moulding of Richard's character, other forms of fear also 

contributed to the shaping of his growing personality. In this respect, one of 

the widest spread ways to transmit fear to deprived children of Blacks' 

ghettoes was to beat them and leave them helpless for long hours to 

experience helplessness. As far as Richard could remember, it was his 

mother, who first lashed him to death after he had put his grandmother's 

house afire. And in many other similar situations and in situations where the 

child needed moral comfort the mother again resorted to beating with an 

approving attitude of other relatives as when he was wounded in the fight 

against white boys: 

....She grabbed a barrel stave, dragged me home, stripped me naked 

and beat me till I had fever of one hundred and two. She would smack my 

rump with a stave, while the skin was still smarting impart to me gems of the 

Jim Crow wisdom... .1 was never to fight any more wars. I was never, never, 

under any conditions, to fight white folks again. And they were absolutely 

right in clouting mc wild the broken milk bottle....When was I going to learn 

to be a good boy?
6
 

The black child has to learn very early to repress in himself his very 

humanity. One classical example to do it was through the game called 

"playing the dozens" in New York called "snapping" it is a game where 

young blacks - and they still do it all over this country - will stand for hours 

insulting each other, hurting each other humiliating each other, attacking 

family members.... And the game is to "stay cool"- not to get upset or angry - 

or you would immediately lose the game."
7
This is conditioning the black 

child to internalise his future place in society without rebelling. 

 

What is behind the mother's attitude? 

The mother saw Richard's acts threatening and challenging and she 

had to annihilate them straight away to avoid that they grow and cause him 

to reject family authority and community values. From the beginning, the 

personality of Richard had to be subdued tamed and submitted to preserve 

the family and community order established on the discriminatory Jim Crow 

Laws. 

Neither the father, before his desertion nor the grandmother 

intervened in favour of Richard when he was repeatedly beaten; to the 

contrary, they made him feel that there was some understanding, some tacit 

agreement between them all. After severe beatings, Richard was left alone 
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with his pain and fear 'shaking with terror.' Pressure on Richard, however, 

did not come only from his parents. As he was growing older his circle 

became wider and pressure on him increased. Everybody seemed to be 

concerned about his education; everybody was dictating something to him. 

The fanatic grandmother played major role in the implantation of fear in 

child Richard. As an elder of the black community congregation, she felt 

more responsible for Richard's 'lost soul' than anybody else. If Richard was 

to remain faithless, the group would be responsible before God. This 

responsibility was the chief motive of Richard's Grandmother long hours of 

hell evocation which brought an atmosphere of fear to the house. The whole 

church congregation worked hand in hand; they together sang hymns that 

suggested fear as "This may be the last time, 1 don't know...They song it, 

moaned it, implying in sweet, frightening tones that if we boys did not join 

the church then and there we might die in our sleep that very night and go 

straight to hell.
8
 

Teaching the child the right conduct was also the responsibility of 

relatives and neighbours who felt concern for his safety and the safety of the 

black community. For instance, his aunt Auddie, righl from her first contact 

with him tried to rule him by the use violence. Her open hostile attitude 

became a daily menace for the child. To defend himself, because nobody 

tried to help him, not even his mother, the child reacted instinctively with a 

knife against his aunt: "I ran into the kitchen and grabbed the long bread 

knife. She followed me and I confronted her. I was so hysterical that I was 

crying." Through her daily teaching and menace, Auddie as well wanted to 

tame the child. She was so perfect a reflector of the 'separate but equal' 

division of society that she could not bear the least attack on the family and 

the social order. And Uncle Tom - the mane is nol fortuitous - tried also 

violence against Richard to submit him. This general stance of adults against 

the black child was understood to be the best education black children were 

provided with. According to R. Ellison: 

One of the Southern Negro family's method of protecting the child is 

the severe beating - a homeopathic dose of the violence generated by black 

and white relationships. Such beatings Wright's were administered for the 

child's own good, a good which the child resisted, thus givin the family 

relationships an undercurrent of feat and hostility.  

Richard's relatives' concern for his good education and safety is n 

surface concern; the deep and real concern is the concern for I he-survival 

of the group. Jim Crow Laws had made hundreds of victims among Blacks. 
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In the period stretching from 1900 to 1914 more than 1100 Blacks were 

lynched by white mobs. 

Such violence was in the first place directed against black adults to 

annihilate in them any attempt of emancipation. Black parents in their turn 

reflect this violence on their children by frequent beatings:  "And people in 

deep pain are able to trash other people, victimes other people."10 Richard's 

social milieu was very suspicious despite the shared suffering lot of its 

members. People did not speak their mind openly because of fear. This 

attitude is expressed in the altitude of Richard's neighbours who feared to 

tell him to stop selling the Klan's paper because they thought he might be 

working for Ilk-whites. 

As his social involvement grew wider, Richard progressively could 

identify the origin of the fear in his community. The tale of the woman 

whose husband was seized and killed by a white mob is very significant for 

the child who identified himself to the widow who took revenge; however, 

this tale had rendered him sleepless for nights because what was a remote 

and formless fear was becoming a vivid image of death as he himself put it : 

"The hostility of the whites had become so deeply implanted in my mind and 

feelings that I had lost direct connection with the daily environment in which 

I lived."
11

 

When this evil game became too harmful to bear, Richard tried 

hardest to keep on edge and stifle his feelings when he was in presence of a 

resentful scene. He felt so oppressed that he "even pitched ... [his] voice 

plain, trying to rob it of any suggestion or overtone of aggressiveness." 

At the optical shop where Richard was learning a craft, the two white 

employees, Pease and Reynolds, terrorised him through blind violence which 

brought to surface Richard's latent fear: "I looked at the white faces of Pease 

and Reynolds, I imagined their waylaying me, killing me....the whole of my 

being felt violated and I knew that my own fear had helped to violate it."13 

Richard was fighting his own feelings and his emotions because he did not 

want to exteriorise his true self and his humanity which might not please 

white racists. Black mothers hurt and humiliate especially their male 

children to prepare them for life in slavery, to make sure that they would 

never rebel against the slave master because that could get them instantly 

killed or punished. In other words, beating children to submission was a 

survival measure mothers had learnt and accepted to do. 

The fear generated by the killing of Tom, an acquaintance of 

Richard, paralysed the latter: "Fear of death awaited me if I made a false 

move and I wondered if it was worthwhile to make any move at all."
14
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Physical and mental paralyses were the expected consequences of this 

violence on the black child. 
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Abstract  
  
The present article deals with the influence that Frederick Hegel’s 

Phemenology of the Spirit might have exerted on Frederick 

Douglass’s ideas as developed in Narrative of the Life of Frederick 

Douglass.  It attempst to answer the following questions: Why link 

Hegel the German master of idealist philosophy to Douglass the 

Black American ex-slave?How did Douglas come into contact with 

Hegelianism? And what version of the Hegelian dialectic of the 

slave and master did he put forward to defend the cause of the 

American slaves during  what is known as the abolitionalist phase 

of American history of the nineteenth century? 

 

Résumé 
 
Nous nous proposons dans cet article de traiter de l’influence que 

l’œuvre hégélienne phenomenology of  the spirit pourrait avoir 

exercée sur l’argumentaire de Douglas tel que développé dans 

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglas. Nous tâcherons d’y 

répondre aux questions suivantes: pourquoi cette passerelle entre, 

d’une part, Hegel,  le maître allemand de la philosophie idéaliste ,  

et, d’une part, cet esclave noir américain affranchi? Comment 

Douglas est-il venu au «hégélianisme»? Sous quel angle a-t-il 

appréhendé la dialectique « hégélienne »  maître-esclave pour  la 

mettre au service de la cause des esclaves américains, lors de 

l’épisode abolitionniste dans l’histoire américaine du 19
ème

 siècle?     
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Introduction  

   The discussion opens with a brief biography of Frederick 

Douglass, laying special emphasis on the circumstances that presided 

over the literary encounter of Frederick Douglass the Black American 

―slave‖ and his namesake Frederick Hegel, the German master of 

philosophy.  Douglas started his biography Narrative of the Life of 

Frederick Douglass: An American Slave (1845) with these moving 

sentences about the dehumanising process of the American slave 

system: ―I was born in Tuckahoe, near Hillsborough, and about twelve 

miles from Easton, in Talbot county, Maryland. I have no accurate 

knowledge of my age, never having seen any authentic record 

containing it. By far the larger part of the slaves know as little of their 

ages as horses know of theirs, and it is the wish of most masters 

within my knowledge to keep their slaves thus ignorant‖ (15). 

Douglass continues his autobiography by pointing out that he was a 

―cross-breed‖ of a black American woman Harriet Baily and her white 

master Antony.  

   To increase the pathos of his narrative further, Douglass informs 

the reader of another horror of chattel slavery.  ―My mother and I were 

separated when I was but an infant – before I knew her as my mother‖ 

(15).  In other words, mother and child were auctioned like chattel and 

sent down further South to a new slave master.  

   The first edition of the Narrative was prefaced by W.M. Llyod 

Garrison, the leader of the American Abolitionist movement and chief 

editor of the abolitionist newspaper The Liberator. Garrison ended his 

preface with the following exhortatory words:  ―Reader ! Are you with 

the man-stealers in sympathy , or on the side of their down-trodden 

victims? If with the former, then are you the foe of God and man. If 

with the latter , what are you prepared to do and dare in their behalf ?‖ 

(9) The Narrative also included a letter from Wendell Phillips Esq.  

To all evidence, Phillips knew quite well what Douglass was at when 

he wrote his autobiography. This is how he started his letter: 

You remember the old fable of ―The Man and the Lion‖, 

where the lion complained that he should not be so 

misrepresented ―when the lions wrote history‖. I am glad the 

time has come when the ―lions write history‖. We have been 

left long enough to gather the character of the slavery from 

the involuntary evidence of the masters‖ (11). 
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 Two remarks should be made here. One, Phillips underlines another 

dimension in the Narrative since as Garrison did in the Preface, he 

regarded that Douglass‘ autobiography as propaganda for the abolition 

of slavery. Two, Phillips foregrounds the corrective perspective from 

which Douglass wrote about history.  In interpreting it in such way, 

Phillips elevates the Narrative well above the circumstances in which 

it was written. In other words, Phillips gives to it the status of a 

philosophical document on a par with Hegel‘s Philosophy of History.  

     The appreciation that Phillips had of Douglass‘ autobiography 

was such that he compared it to the American Declaration of 

Independence. In this regard, he warned Douglass against the danger 

of recapture and re-enslavement by his former masters, comparing 

Douglass‘ situation to that of the Founding Fathers: 

They say the fathers, in 1776, signed the Declaration of 

Independence with the halter about their necks. You, too 

publish your declaration of freedom with danger compassing 

you round. In all the broad lands which the Constitution of 

the United States overshadows, there is no single spot, - 

however narrow or desolate—where a fugitive slave can 

plant himself and say, ―I am safe.‖ The whole armory of 

Northern Law has no shield for you. I am free to say that, in 

your place, I should throw the MS. into the fire (12-13).  

Douglass did not burn his manuscript because before the year 1845 

had passed, four editions of the Narrative were published in the 

United States, and other issues followed in 1846, 1847, 1848 and 

1849. 

    However, in order to escape re-enslavement, Douglass, with the 

help of abolitionist friends like Garrison, found sanctuary for nearly 

two years in England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales. His book had met 

with the same success in England as in the United States. Two 

editions were published in Ireland by Webb and Chapman in 1845 and 

1846, followed by another edition by Wortley, Leeds in 1846.  As a 

whole, it had gone through nine editions in England by January 1848.  

The second edition included a refutation of a former slave holder A.C. 

C Thompson and a rejoinder from Douglass himself, which read as a 

Hegelian confrontation of a former master with a former slave.  

Douglass‘ autobiography also knew several editions in translation, 

first into Dutch in 1846, then into French in 1848.  
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The Narrative was published in an expanded edition in 1855 

under the title My Bondage and My Freedom. The title of this edition 

echoes clearly Hegel‘s section of Phenomenology of the Spirit entitled 

―Of Lordship and Bondage.‖  My Bondage and My Freedom was 

published in New York by Miller, Orton and Mulligan with an 

introduction from an Afro-American graduate of Glasgow University, 

Dr. James McCune Smith. Of this edition to which were appended 

essays like ―Letter to his Old Master,‖  ―The Slave Party‖ and ―What 

to the Slave is the Fourth of July,‖ Smith wrote: ―the style of Mr 

Douglass in writing is to me an intellectual puzzle. The strength, 

affluence  and terseness may easily be accounted for, because the style 

of a man is the man; but how are we to account for that rare polish in 

his style of writing , which, most critically examined, seems the result 

of careful early culture among the best classics of our language.‖ My 

Bondage and My Freedom just like the Narrative won success and 

were re-issued several times both in English and in translation. It was 

this edition that Ottila Assing translated into German and published 

under the title Sclaverei und Freiheit, Autobiographie von Frederick 

Douglass in Hamburg by Hoffman and Campe in 1860, that is to say 

right at the start of the American Civil War (1860-1865).   

    Ottila Assing was not only the first translator of Frederick 

Douglass‘s work into German. Though she came from a cultured and 

intellectual family, she was deeply enamoured with Douglas. She 

provided assistance to Douglas at one of the crucial periods in his own 

life.  On August 19, 1859, Douglass met John Brown in a quarry near 

Chambersburg, Pennsylvania. Brown let him know about his plan to 

seize federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia in order to arm slaves 

in the surrounding area. Douglas refused to join the plot and tried to 

dissuade Brown because he knew that the plot would be a complete 

failure. Douglass left Chambersburg on August 21 without having 

managed to persuade Brown to drop out the plot.  On October 16-18, 

Brown and his followers occupied the Harpers Ferry arsenal before 

being captured by federal troops. Among Brown‘s paper was found a 

letter from Frederick Douglass that made of him an accomplice to 

John Brown.  

       However, before a telegram from the Virginia authorities 

ordering his arrest in Philadelphia where he was lecturing reached 

destination, an anti-slavery telegraph operator warned Douglas who 

fled to New York before moving into Hoboken, New Jersey, to the 
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home of Ottila Assing. Assing smuggled Douglass out of the United 

States first into Canada and from there sailed to England on 

November 1859 because he was afraid that he would be extradited. 

While touring in Great Britain lecturing, Douglas learnt that Brown 

was hanged in Virginia on December 2, 1859. It is clear from the 

above episode in Douglass‘s life that Assing was an intimate friend to 

Douglas. Indeed, it was so intimate that Assing was said to have read 

Goethe, Feuerbach and Hegel to Douglass. On January 24, 1884, 

Douglass married  Helen Pitts a white woman from New York. On 

hearing about Douglas‘ second marriage, Assing took her own life in 

the Bois de Boulogne in Paris. 

   That Douglas knew about Hegel‘s ideas about Africa and by 

extension about Africans and Afro-Americans was more than certain. 

In 1886, Douglass resigned from office of recorder at Cleveland‘s 

request, and on September 15 of the same year sailed in the company 

of his new wife Helen Pitts for England from where he began an 

extensive tour of Europe which took him southward into Egypt.  

Douglass tells the reader in his autobiography that his  

...desire to  visit Egypt rests on …an ethnological purpose in 

the pursuit of which I hoped to turn my visit to some account 

in combating American prejudice against the darker coloured 

races of mankind, and at the same time to raise coloured 

people somewhat in their own estimation and thus stimulate 

them to higher endeavours. I had a theory for which I wanted 

the support of facts in the range of my own knowledge 

(1006).  

 

 Douglass gave indications about his ethnological theory and its 

real purpose earlier in the same text when he wrote that ―the more he 

has seen of modern civilisation in England, France, Italy, the more he 

will want to see the traces of that civilization which existed when 

these countries were inhabited by barbarians‖ (1006). Any reader 

cognisant with Hegel‘s Phenomenology of the Spirit can hear the echo 

that Douglass‘ quote sends back to Hegel‘s text. In this text, Hegel 

turned back on what was supposed to be the ‗dark night of Africa‘. 

For Hegel ―the sun rises in the Orient …in all its majesty… and world 

history travels from east to west. … Europe is the absolute of history, 

just as Asia is the beginning‖ (qtd. in Caroline 100). Hegel was one of 

the European philosophers who believed that slavery was basically 
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unjust and indefensible within civilised societies such as the United 

States. However, he did not depart from the French contemporary 

Count de Gobineau in the case he made in support of a European 

enslavement of Africans on the grounds that it was the sole means 

available for bringing them into world history. 

  That Douglass was writing against Hegel‘s Eurocentric view of 

world history shows in the following observations,that he had made 

during his travelling from Paris to Rome. ―As the traveller moves 

between those two great cities, he will observe an increase of black 

hair, black eyes, full lips, and dark complexions. He will observe a 

Southern and Eastern style of Dress, gay colours, startling jewelry, 

and an outdoor free-and-easy movement of the people‖ (990). For 

Douglass the gradual darkening of skin pigmentation that he noticed 

as he was travelling southward from Paris into Egypt gives ample 

evidence that Egypt is the centre of an African civilisation. Douglass 

turns Hegel‘s Euro-centric vision of world that sets Africa on the 

margin upon its head by giving evidence of an Afro-centric vision of 

world history wherein Black Africa stands as the prime mover of the 

spirit of civilisation. 

 

Douglass’ Version of the Dialectic of the Slave and Master   

    The view to be developed here is that Douglass‘ revised and 

updated versions of his autobiography especially his Life and Times of  

Frederick Douglass is closely connected to the question of self-

definition and identity. There is no surprise in indicating this intention 

because the text under study here is an autobiography. Our 

contribution is to attempt to elucidate the question of  ―Who am I?‖ 

that Douglass had never ceased to ask himself in terms of its Hegelian 

articulation.  Hegel tried to answer this question of  ― Who am I?‖ in 

his Phenomenology of the Spirit  a philosophical work which 

continued  the idealist Greek tradition of self-questioning and self-

investigation  which was revived in the Enlightenment Period in the 

hands of Descartes, Rousseau,  Kant and  Fischte  among many other 

philosophers.  

   Before expanding further on the Hegelian dialectic of the slave 

and master, we shall attempt to show how Douglass revises it in his 

Life and Times of Frederick Douglass with particular reference to  

Chapter XV. Among all the chapters common to Frederick Douglass‘ 

autobiography, this chapter did not know the same revisions as the 
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other chapters, hence what we consider its centrality in Douglass‘ 

thought about the slave and master dialectic. The narrative of this 

chapter starts with Douglass‘ is handed by his master Thomas Auld to 

a ―negro breaker‖ Edward Covey. The master‘s decision is due to 

Douglass‘ breaking up the Sabbath school he has organised for his 

fellow slaves. Auld has desired his slave to be ―broken‖ lest he turns 

into a rebel like ―Nat Turner‖. That‘s why Douglass heads to the 

Covey plantation on the morning of January 1, 1834.  

   Covey has a farm of ―three or four hundred‖ acres and all the 

work force that he has at his disposal are three Negroes: Bill Smith, 

Bill Hughes and Frederick Douglass. He is comparatively a poor 

farmer. Just three days after Douglass‘ arrival at his farm, he starts 

―taming‖ him because the latter is leased out for a year and ―the 

sooner he began the better‖. Douglass recounts how on one of the 

coldest mornings of the month of January, 1834, Covey has played on 

him a trick by ordering him at daybreak to get a load of wood from a 

forest about two miles away from the house on a cart drawn by a pair 

of  ―half-broken (untamed) horned oxen.‖ With reference to this 

episode in his life, Douglass writes that ―I saw in my own situation 

several points of similarity with that of the oxen. They were property; 

so was I. Covey was to break me – I was to break them. Break and be 

broken was the order‖ (567). 

   The self-irony in the quote above comes out just a few lines 

later in the narrative. Douglass has realised that the oxen are half-

tamed; he has for a moment thought that he has broken them on his 

way out to the forest. However, on his return to Covey‘s home in 

hurry to be on time, he ―let go the end of the rope on the horns of the 

‗in-hand oxen‘ to open the gate to Covey‘s plantation house, off go 

the oxen crashing the cart against the gate‖. 

    Douglass has gone to Covey to explain how the oxen are half-

tamed and that it is not his fault that his gate is damaged. Tricky as he 

is, Covey has gone to check if what his slave is saying about the oxen 

is true. Of course as can be expected from oxen which have had their 

spree they have become the gentlest creatures that can be imagined. It 

is in this way that Covey has had the first opportunity to try out his 

skill of ―Negro breaker‖ on Douglass. This is how Douglass reports 

the first flogging at the hands of Covey: ―he rushed at me with 

something of the savage fierceness of a wolf , tore off the few and 

thinly worn clothes I had on, and proceeded to wear out on my back 
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the heavy goads which he had cut from the gum tree. This flogging 

was the first of a series of floggings…‖ (569) 

   Douglass recounts the harrowing details of his chastisement, but 

it is not necessary to go into them here. It is enough to deliver the 

reader the following reflection which summarises the effect that 

Covey‘s brutality has had on Douglass:  

A few months of his discipline tamed me. Mr Covey 

succeeded in breaking me. I was broken in body, soul and 

spirit. My natural elasticity was crushed; my intellect 

languished; the disposition to read departed; the cheerful 

spark that lingered about my eye died; the dark night of 

slavery closed in upon me; and behold a man transformed 

into a brute” (emphasis mine).  

Douglass is reduced to a mere object in the hands of Covey, but even 

so Covey has not ceased looking for opportunities to beat him. It is 

after one such severe beating that Douglass flees to his master Thomas 

Auld to display the cruel treatment that he has received at the hands of 

Covey just because he has stopped work to take a rest after a severe 

headache. Douglass knows that it is pointless to appeal to his master's 

human emotions, so he has thought of reminding that Mr Covey is 

endangering a valuable property of his, namely Douglass himself.  

However, Auld Thomas has found excuses for Covey‘s brutality and 

orders him to return to Covey immediately.   

         It has to be observed here that Douglass plays a variation on 

Hegel‘s dialectic of the slave and the master in at least two ways. In 

Hegel‘s story of the master and slave, the master is portrayed as being 

careful not to reduce the slave into a thing or an object because if the 

slave falls below the threshold of respectability, as in the case of 

Douglass, the recognition that s/he will get from the slave will be 

diminished. In other words, it is as unsatisfactory as the one s/he will 

get from the consumption of objects. True recognition requires both of 

the parties to be of equal standing that is persons. This imperative set 

by Hegel for the achievement of self-ownership and therefore  

master‘s freedom from the surrounding objective word is described as 

missing in the relationship that the white American master holds with 

his black slaves. The slave as Douglass describes himself is reduced to 

less than a slave, a mere ―brute.‖ It follows that the slave master 

Covey is not up to the standards that Hegel has set for his master, 
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Covey, who remains in a similar bondage to the objective world of his 

slave Douglass.  

      The other variation that Douglass plays on Hegel‘s dialectic of 

the slave and master resides in the status accorded to work. In Hegel‘s 

dialectic, the slave enhances the master‘s sense of freedom from the 

outside world otherwise than the real status of the slave. The slave 

does the work for the master, so he no longer needs to be active in 

pursuit of the objects of his desires. The master still has desires and 

still seeks to satisfy of these desires, but he no longer needs to engage 

with the physical world to satisfy them, once he has imposed his 

domination over the slave.  It is left to the slave to cater to this needs, 

and for him to concentrate on the enjoyments of the goods that the 

former produces. This notion of the slave‘s work as an enhancing 

factor in the sense that the master has of himself is absent in the 

episode of Life and Times of Frederick Douglass under study here.  

Douglass has become a very obedient and conscientious field hand 

just after six months‘ stay with Covey. Yet this does not save him 

from Covey‘s cruelty. Covey, the slave master, has nearly lost one of 

the two workers who work in his ―three or hundred acres farm‖ just in 

order to assuage his sense of cruelty. For him recognition as master is 

simply not enough. 

The comparison between Hegel‘s master with Douglass‘ master 

Auld Thomas is equally worthwhile. It has already been noted that 

Douglass draws his master‘s attention that Covey is in the process of 

damaging his property, which is himself. Auld has remained deaf and 

blind to this economic reasoning. Auld‘s neglect of his private 

property, which is a human being, can be seen as an indication that the 

relation between masters and slaves in American slavery system is far 

below that philosophical ideal that Hegel describes in his dialectic. 

One of Hegel‘s arguments in his Philosophy of Rights is that freedom 

or self-consciousness is closely connected with private property.  

More about this connection between freedom and private property will 

be said later when I will deal about Douglass sets to get his freedom. 

Hence, it is worth quoting Hegel about how private property promotes 

freedom: 

To have even an external power over something constitutes 

possession, just as the particular circumstance that I make 

something my own out of natural need, drive, and arbitrary 

will is the particular interest of possession. But the            
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circumstance that I, as a free will, am an object to myself in 

what I possess  and only become an actual will by this means 

constitutes the genuine and rightful element in possession, 

the determination of property (Emphasis mine). 

 

    Thomas Auld in his Life and Times of Frederick Douglass 

renounces to his property. From here it follows that the Hegelian slave 

dialectic in Douglass‘ autobiography is completely askew. It has to be 

observed here that it is the private property which enhances freedom 

since it allows persons to achieve mutual recognition of each other‘s 

status as discrete moral beings. Recognition is achieved when respect 

is granted to the authority of the persons concerning the property at 

their disposal. No need to state here that the slave in Douglass‘ 

autobiography represents one such property.  

    Before continuing the discussion of the variation that Douglass 

plays on the Hegelian dialectic of the slave and master it is worth 

taking over the summary of Douglass‘ narrative at the point it was 

left. That is, at the point wherein Douglass flees to his master Thomas 

Auld because of cruel treatment and the order that the latter gives to 

his slave Douglass to go back to Edward Covey the ―Negro Breaker.‖ 

Thomas Auld is afraid that ―he could not take me from him (Covey); 

that should he do so, he would lose the whole year‘s wages‖. 

Desperate as he is, Douglass does not go back to Covey‘s custody 

immediately. He spends some time in the woods praying God for 

deliverance from slavery in general and from the cruel Covey in 

particular.  

    It is while Douglass is in the woods praying that another slave, 

by the name of Sandy Jenkins, is  going through that portion of the 

woods at night fall to spend the Sabbath with his wife living in a 

neighbouring plantation, ―about four miles from Mr Covey‘s‖ . Sandy 

is famous among local slaves for his good nature and his good sense. 

If Douglass comes out of his hiding when Sandy comes in sight, it is 

because Sandy ―was not only a religious man, but he professed to 

believe in a system for which I have not name. He was a genuine 

African, and had inherited some of the so-called magical powers, said 

to be possessed by African and Eastern nations‖ (585). Douglass‘ faith 

in Sandy comes at a moment when he seems to have lost faith in the 

Christian God, the white man‘s God because of His failure to ―let him 

and his people go.‖  
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    Sandy is true to his reputation among his slave since he takes 

Douglass home to his black free wife‘s house. As Douglass is pouring 

his grief to Sandy, the latter offers to him by providing him with a 

―certain (magic) root, which, worn ―always on the right side would 

render it impossible for Mr Covey or any other white man‖ to whip 

the slave. Hence, armed with this root, Douglass goes back to Covey‘s 

farm sure that he is now immune against surprise attacks from the 

―Negro Breaker.‖ Douglass returns to Covey‘s household on a Sunday 

as Covey and his wife are going to Church.  Covey is in his Sunday 

best and wearing angelic countenance. For some time, Douglass has 

thought that Sandy‘s magic root that he is carrying in his right hand 

has rendered him invulnerable to Covey‘s attacks. He even blames 

himself for having doubted about ―the virtue in the root‖ out of 

―pride‖.    

     Little does Douglass suspect that if Covey has not beaten him on 

a Sunday, it is because of that hypocrisy that makes false Christians 

like Covey observe a pause in his cruelty during religious occasions. 

Hence, all goes well until Monday when Covey is freed from religious 

observance of the Sabbath. Covey returns to his customary brutality 

towards Douglass, and the latter having realised that there is no magic 

way out of his dire state, resolves make a stand against the Covey‘s 

cruel treatment. It is at this crucial episode of the narrative that 

Douglass gives us his version of Hegelian dialectic of the slave and 

the master.  

    This is how Douglass recounts how he has started his fight with 

Covey. He recalls that he has held his tormentor by the throat, 

knowing well that beating any white man in the South means a death 

sentence. Douglass, the slave, emerges on centre stage. Unlike the 

slave in Hegel who gives up the struggle with the master because of 

his fear of death, Douglass ―held (Covey) so firmly by the throat that 

his blood flowed through my nails.‖ To Covey‘s/master‘s question 

―Are you going to resist you scoundrel‖, he replies politely ―Yes Sir.‖ 

(588)What is important to note about Douglass‘ Hegelian dialectic is 

that no one gives up the fight. As the master/Covey sees that 

Douglass/the slave is determined to carry out the fight and that he is 

equal in terms of strength, he tries to enlist the help of other people 

from his household, both slave and free. 

    What ensues after Douglass‘ insubordination is worthy of note. 

Apart from Covey‘s cousin Hughes who has tried to help subdue 
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Douglass,  and whom the latter has beaten off, the other people at 

hand have not interfered in the struggle.  They have remained 

witnesses to the fight, interpellated by master and slave in turn. Bill, 

the hired man, affects ignorance of what Covey wishes him to do, and 

Caroline, the female slave at Covey‘s home, bravely refuses her 

master‘s instructions to hold Douglass. It follows from here that in 

Douglass‘ version of the Hegelian Dialectic the slave comes out as the 

equal of the master. Douglass trims it off of what is supposed to be the 

metaphysical fear of death that makes a slave a slave, and tones off the 

bravery that makes of the master a master. The cowardice that Hegel 

has made the major trait of the slave in his Phenomenology of the 

Spirit  sheds off on the master himself. 

      After a two-hour struggle, Covey gives up the contest and let 

Douglass go. Douglass tells us that since that fight with the master he 

has metamorphosed from an object ―nothing‖ into a ―man‖:  

I was nothing before; I was a man now. It (the fight) recalled 

to life my crushed self-respect and my self-confidence, and 

inspired me with renewed determination to be a free man. A 

man without force is without the essential dignity of 

humanity…. I was no longer a servile coward, trembling 

under the  frown of a brother worm of the dust, but my long-

cowed spirit was roused to an attitude of manly 

independence. I had reached a point at which I was not afraid 

to die (591). 

 

    What makes Douglass‘s version of the dialectic of the slave and 

master different from that of Hegel is that the principle of reciprocity 

in recognition is not twisted. Douglass‘s life-and-death struggle with 

the master has not made Douglass refuse to continue his work at 

Covey‘s farm. 

It is worth noting that the master in Hegel‘s Phenomenology of 

the Spirit dragoons his slave the dependent consciousness to work as 

soon as he establishes his domination over him. The slave accepts to 

do the necessary work to save his life.  

    In this context, Fanon writes in Black Skin, White Masks that the 

role which labour performs for the servant in the Hegelian dialect does 

apply to the historical experience of the blacks. ―I hope I have 

shown‖, writes Fanon that here (that‘s the case of slaves in the United 

States) the master differs basically from the master described by 
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Hegel.‖  My analysis of the representation of the master in Douglass‘s 

autobiography seems to be in line with that of Fanon in Black Skin, 

White Masks. But Fanon‘s representation of the slave also seems to be 

quite different from that of Douglass: 

For Hegel there is reciprocity, here, the master laughs at the 

consciousness of the slave. What he wants from the slave is 

not recognition but work. In the same way, the slave here is 

in no way identifiable with the slave who loses himself in the  

Object himself and finds in his work the source of his 

liberation. The Negro wants to be like the master. Therefore 

he is less independent than the Hegelian slave. In Hegel the 

slave turns away from the master and turns toward the object. 

Here the slave turns toward the master and abandons the 

object. (Fanon 210-222) 

 

Here, Fanon‘s view of the Black slave must be qualified because 

Douglass does not consider himself free the moment that Covey has 

let go of his throat. In other words, the ―man‖ that the Negro slave has 

become has not tried to be like his master. He does not turn his back 

on work. That is, Douglass, the autobiography writer, considers that 

the Hegelian paradigm of the slave and master remains valid as 

regards the importance of work for the achievement of self-liberation. 

Where Douglass the slave differs from Hegel the master is the 

former‘s denial that the slave has a metaphysical fear of death. 

 

The Hegelian Journey in Douglass’s Life and Times  
        The importance of education as a path to freedom is also 

explored from the point of view of what Hegel calls the ―journey to 

freedom.‖ In the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel describes four stages 

which the ―bonded‖ self, i.e., the slave must ideally encounter in the 

journey of self-discovery and freedom. In the first stage, s/he must 

experience stoicism and resist he introspects his/her own urges being 

crushed by the dominance that is directed towards him. In the second 

stage, s/he must experience skepticism as he doubts the right of the 

dominating party  to relegate him to inferiority ; In the third stage, the 

skepticism s/he has directed outwards at his/her master/mistress must 

be directed inward while s/. In himself/herself s/he finds all the urges 

of the master/mistress and the servant. Finally, in the fourth stage, the 
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hero/ine must strive for transcendence of negative urges ―false 

consciousness,‖ towards Hegel‘s ―rational consciousness‖.  

       All four stages of the Hegelian journey are present in life and 

Times of Frederick Douglass. The first stage starts the moment that he 

quits his grandmother‘s hut to live in Colonel Llyod‘s plantation 

where his old master Captain Aaron Anthony worked as a butler. It is 

in the second chapter entitled ―Removal from Grandmother‘s‖ that 

Douglass describes his first journey to consciousness. He writes that 

the twelve miles from Tuckahoe the whereabouts of his grandmother‘s 

hut to Colonel Llyod‘s plantation ―was quite a severe test of the 

endurance for my young legs‖. But the pangs of consciousness start 

when the grandmother leaves him in Colonel Lloyd‘s plantation with 

his black brothers and sisters in slavery. Douglass ends this chapter by 

the following remark ―this was my first introduction to the realities of 

the slave system‖ (481). 

    Until then, Douglass had lived with his maternal grandparents 

Bestsy and Isaac Bailey ―whose kindness and love stood in place of 

my mother‘s‖. His life with his grandparents was a relatively cosy one 

because his grandmother enjoyed a ―reputation of being born to good 

luck… a reputation …full of advantage to her and her grandchildren, 

for a good crop, after her planting for the neighbour, brought her a 

share of the harvest‖ (476). 

   In the home plantation of Col. Llyod, he loses the ―false 

consciousness‖ that his log-house belongs to his grandmother. He 

becomes aware that no only the log-house but also his grandparents 

and himself really belong to Cap. Aaron Anthony the head overseer in 

Col. Llyod‘s plantation. Douglass‘ stoicism shows itself in the 

―troubles of childhood‖ that he narrates about in the second chapter 

that he devotes to his life as a slave boy in Col. Llyods‘ plantation. He 

recounts that a slave woman, by the name of Aunt Katy, in whose care 

he is put is very harsh and cruel with him. Aunt Katy, who contrary to 

all other slave mothers is allowed to keep her children with her, has 

the favours of the master. Consequently, she is prone to starve with 

the children in her care so that her own will eat to satisfaction. No 

matter how cruel Aunt Katy, Douglass resists being emotionally 

crushed by the dominance that she imposes on him. Aunt Katy has 

made him go without food for a whole day for an offence that he does 

not really manage to name. However, instead of weeping and 

imploring pity as any other child would have done in his place, he has 
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cared more about ―his dignity,‖ and has gone ―behind the kitchen wall 

and cried like a fine fellow.‖  

    At the end of this excruciating experience, his mother appears 

on the scene. Aunty Kattie has caught him roasting an ear of Indian 

corn. Without the mother‘s arrival, Aunt could have starved or beaten 

the life out of him because of his refusal to submit to her. ―The mother 

took the corn from me and gave in its stead a large ginger-cake and 

she read Aunty Katy a lecture which was never forgotten.‖ It has to be 

remembered here that his mother was sold to another slave master 

some twelve miles away from Col. Lloyd‘s plantation.  She ―had 

walked twelve miles to see me, and had the same distance to travel 

over again before the morning sunrise.‖ The mother‘s presence boosts 

him up just at the moment that Aunt Katy is about to break his 

resistance. Douglass writes that ―that night I learned as I had never 

learned before, that I was not only a child, but somebody‘s child. I 

was grander upon my mother‘s knee than a king upon his 

throne‖(484).  

       Douglass‘s stoic attitude to life has been kept all through his life 

as a slave. Needless to repeat here his refusal to be ―broken‖ at the 

hands of the ―Negro breaker‖ Covey. There are other experiences in 

his life that he recounts which are even more excruciating. One of 

them happens when he moves to Baltimore to Master Hugh‘s house. 

Master Hugh has hired Douglass to Mr William Gardiner, an 

extensive ship builder on Fell‘s Point. He reminisces how the white 

carpenters in the shipyard where he is working as a hired apprentice 

have kept him running him all day long in order to ―make it 

impossible for me to stay‖ (629). Not only has Douglass managed to 

bear stoically all their insults, but he has refused to be crushed even 

physically. As many as four carpenters –―Ned North, Ned Hayes, Bill 

Stewart, and Tom Humphreys" have tried to bring him down to his 

knees without success. He tells the reader how after being on the 

ground with one of his eyes popping out of its socket, he ―picked up 

the hand-spike as soon as (he) gathered strength and madly enough 

attempted to pursue them‖ (630).   

     Just as is the case with stoicism, Douglass starts to be sceptic 

about the right of his different masters to relegate him to inferiority 

even when he is a child. He dismisses one by one the ideas that 

slaveholders advance for the reduction of human beings into the state 

of chattel slavery. It is in Chapter VI entitled ―A Child‘s Reasoning‖ 
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that Douglass expresses his scepticism towards the natural condition 

of the slave. This chapter is preceded by another devoted to the 

―Slaveholder‘s Character,‖ which needless to say, is made in 

unfavourable terms. He writes that the ―incidents related in the 

foregoing chapter (V) led me thus early to enquire into the origin and 

nature of slavery.‖ To the question ―Why am I a slave‖ Douglass is 

given the answer that ―God up in the sky ―had made all black people 

to be slaves and white people to be masters.‖ He is sceptical about this 

explanation because it stands against the notion of God‘s ―goodness.‖  

   That black people were not born slaves shows in the stories 

Douglass has heard about some slaves who have fled to the North to 

be free. There are also the stories of those ―slaves on Mr Lloyd‘s place 

who remembered being brought from Africa. There were others who 

told me their fathers and mothers were stolen from Africa‖ (498). 

    Douglass‘s scepticism about slavery increases gradually as he 

grows older. One of the turning points in this sceptical attitude is the 

―change of location.‖ Douglass, as I have already indicated above, 

quits Col.Lloyd‘s plantation for Baltimore to live with ―Mr Hugh 

Auld, a brother to Mr Thomas Auld, Miss Lucretia‘s husband‖ (521). 

It‘s in Hugh Auld‘s house that he learns to read and write. I have 

discussed in the previous pages the circumstances in which Douglass 

has managed to have access to reading in Sophia‘s home. It is enough 

to remind the reader here that the capacity to read has made it possible 

for Douglass to be acquainted with the anti-slavery literature of his 

time, and of course his scepticism towards slavery has become more 

militant. This is what Douglass writes about what reading Sheridan, 

Lord Chatham, William Pitt, all of them British opponents to slavery: 

 Here was indeed a noble acquisition. If I had ever wavered 

under the consideration that the Almighty, in some way, had 

ordained slavery and willed my enslavement for His own 

glory, I wavered no longer. I had now penetrated to the secret 

of all slavery and of all oppression, and had ascertained the 

foundation to be in pride, the power and avarice of man. With 

a book in my hand so redolent of the principles of liberty, and 

with a perception of my own human nature and of the facts              

of my past and present experience, I  was equal to a contest 

with the religious advocates of slavery….(533).   
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Douglass comes back to the South twice: the first time at the death of 

his master Aron Antony to be reckoned in the ―valuation‖ of property 

to be apportioned among the two remaining inheritors: Lucretia and 

Andrew. Douglass considers himself fortunate because it is Lucretia 

who inherits him. He goes back to live in Mr Hugh Auld‘s household 

in Baltimore. It has to be observed here that Douglass is passed to Mr 

Hugh Auld to keep company to his son ―Tommy.‖  

     The second time that Douglass comes back to the South is made 

under a less auspicious sign. Both Lucretia, Douglass‘ real mistress 

and Andrew Lucretia‘s brother died in the same year. Hence? he 

becomes the slave of Thomas Auld, Lucretia‘s husband.  An unhappy 

incident between Thomas Auld and Hugh Auld leads the former to ask 

the latter back to his plantation in St Michaels, Maryland. Back from 

Baltimore in the North to Thomas Auld‘s plantation further in the 

South, armed with ―Growing knowledge‖ about the nature of slavery, 

and converted to the Episcopal Methodist church, Douglass becomes 

more than ever sceptical of the slavery system.  

     As soon as he arrives at his new home in St Michaels, he tries to 

organise a clandestine Sabbath school for Negroes. Caught red-handed 

in what is considered a subversive activity, Thomas Auld sends him to 

the Negro Breaker in order to learn slave manners. We have already 

detailed the experience that Douglass had in Covey‘s farm. His 

resistance to Covey could not have happened if Douglass had not 

grown definitely sceptical of the right of a man be white to hold power 

over another man be it black.         

     Scepticism in Douglass just as scepticism in Hegel‘s slave is not 

directed solely outward at his master but inward at himself as well. 

Several times in the autobiography he falls into introspection about his 

condition as a slave. At such moments, he comes close to forgetting 

about the several masters who hold them in bondage to concentrate on 

the system of slavery that makes of both slave and master victims and 

bonded men. It is in the transcendence of the negative urge to 

dominate that Douglass reaches what Hegel calls the ―rational 

consciousness.‖ For example, even at the moment when he has 

overpowered Covey, he refuses to put on the hat of the oppressor 

because he manages to control his urge to dominance. Contrary to 

Fanon‘s view of the slave in the colonial context, Douglass the slave 

does not want to be like his master.   
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Conclusion 

        The analysis of the Times and Life of Frederick Douglass 

allows narrative holds with Hegel‘s master narrative is neither that of 

imitation nor of stylisation. It is rather that of hidden polemics since 

Douglass distances himself from his master Hegel in several respects. 

Indeed, he distances himself to such a degree that we can say that their 

inter-textual relation is of the order of hidden polemics. Such hidden 

polemics is shown in what Bakhtin calls the ―clashes over the 

referents‖ to which I have referred in the above discussion.  

   Among the referents over which Douglass‘ slave narrative 

―clashes‖ with Hegel‘s master, figures the willing submission of the 

slave to the master in order to save his skin. In Douglass‘ slave 

narrative, there is no such existential qualms that  Douglass assigns to 

the slave because Douglass/the slave shows that he is ready to die 

rather than submit humiliatingly to the indignities of the 

master/Covey. The variation that Douglass /the slave plays on Hegel‘s 

dialectic has much to do with the debunking of the prevalent prejudice 

that black slaves remain at best comic figures incapable of  having that 

tragic sense of life which makes of white men masters.    

   The second variation that Douglass plays over Hegel‘s dialectic 

relates to the value of work. In Hegel‘s ―Of Lordship and Bondage,‖ 

work alone saves the slave from extermination and wins him the 

recognition of the master. It is not the case in Douglass‘ slave 

narrative wherein work still remains the bond that links the slave and 

the master. But it does not make the latter less cruel to the former nor 

saves the latter from brutality and death. Douglass underlines the 

necessity for the slave to resist the master if he wants to have the 

mutual recognition necessary for the achievement of self-

consciousness and freedom. This emphasis on the need for resistance 

and struggle for self-recognition is in line with Douglass‘ commitment 

with the militant faction of the abolitionist movement after his escape 

to the North in 1838. 

    So much for the distance that Douglass takes from Hegel in his 

representation of the master and the slave. However, Douglass does 

not make a clean sweep of Hegel‘s idea of freedom. He retains 

particularly the pertinence of the Hegelian journey to the black 

American slave by emphasising false-consciousness, stoicism, 

scepticism and introspection as necessary stages on the road map for 
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the achievement of that ―rational consciousness,‖ a prerequisite for the 

realisation of a genuine freedom.  
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