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ABSTRACT 

The contact of two different cultures in the colonization process produces a zone 

of cultural mingling that resembles Victor Turner's concept of "liminality" referring to 

states or persons that elude classification. This study considers the repercussions of 

colonization on the lives of women characters in novels about four different "post-

colonial" contexts -Native American, Jamaican, Irish and Mexican American. These 

novels reflect both the unique historical circumstances of each context and common 

themes that occur due to colonization and transcend the specific cultures such as the 

mourning of personal and collective loss, liminal states of consciousness and m,ingling of 

cultures. The introductory chapter examines the particular historical contexts of each 

novel and the theories of Abdul JanMohamed and Frantz Fanon on colonization. This 

study also applies the work of Victor Turner, Mary Douglas, Julia Kristeva, Gloria 

Anzaldua, Homi Bhaba and others to an examination of the subversive cultural 

formations that evolve through the boundary dissolution of colonization. 

Chapter two considers Louise Erdrich's novel Tracks in which the decimation of 

the Anishinabe people is the context for the three primary characters who have 
, 

experienced personal and collective loss and respond by resisting or adapting to 

colonization. Chapter three examines Erna Brodber's Myal and the impact of the 

manichean colonial ideology on a Jamaican woman who is literally half-black and half

white. Chapter four addresses Julia O'Faolain's No Country for Young Men, a novel 

about two women, one who lived through the early twentieth century movemen,t for Irish 

independence and the other who is her great niece, that have both been silenced and 

sexually controlled by colonialism and Irish Catholicism. The fifth and final chapter 

examines Lucha Corpi's Delia's Song about a young Chicana activist who has suffered 
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losses on several levels and recovers by writing an autobiographical novel that weaves 

the personal and political issues of her life. All four novels are concerned with the 

liminal states of consciousness in these women characters and their efforts to both find 

love and tell their stories, thus counteracting the colonizer's version of history. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

"Theorizing always needs a Savage'. The Savage in the West has always been the 
Woman ... She is needed so that her difference can act as a confirmation of man's 
'natural superiority' and of his 'birthright' to be the best. .. Master and slave, 
conqueror and savage, such are the reductive dichotomies through which the 
relationships of difference have always been perceived in our Aristotelian West 
(Feral quoted in Braidotti 214) 

When those whose difference has been constructed by others dare to re-member 

the fragments of their repressed stories, the return of the repressed may be announced by 

a storm like the one produced by Ella's healing in Myal. Whether they have been 

dislocated and dispossessed of their culture and history through the intervention of 

colonialism or erased through being restricted to domestic spaces where their sexuality 

and reproductive capacity can be controlled by patriarchies, colonized people and women 

in most societies have either been denied the right to speak as subjects or not understood 

because their discourse fell outside the dominant linguistic and symbolic order. The 

strategic use of difference can be useful in uncovering the repressed relations of 

reproduction, erased pre-colonial cultures and the often forgotten story of colonialism's 

horrors -rape, conquest and slavery. In this strategic role, difference is not an argument 

for essentialism but for the uncovering of socio-cultural and historical differences based 

on race and class oppression as referred to in the following quote by Saldivar or the 

experiential differences of women's oppression related to the patriarchal uses of female 

anatomy to construct "woman" and obstruct women referred to in the McClintock quote. 

This something else is the difference of contemporary Chicano narrative, a 
difference not of kind, but of dialectical position; a difference that allows it to 
retain its special relation to its Mexican and American contexts, while also letting 
it be marked by a relation to its own still-unconditioned future (Sald(var 8). 
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The category of "woman" is a social construction and the ruptures in women's 
narratives are expressive of ruptures in social experience. Narrative differences 
speak not of anatomical destiny and design, but of the daily difficulties women 
experience in negotiating their lives past the magisterial forms of male 
selfhood (McClintock 221). 

The four women's novels that I plan to examine are texts that express their themes 

in unique cultural and historical contexts yet share some important qualities. In" these 

novels, the boundaries between personal and political, colonizer and colonized, madness 

and sanity are explored and a descent into internal hells is often a prerequisite for 

transformation of both the self and the symbolic order. Julia O'Faolain is Irish by birth 

and resides in London and Los Angeles. Her novel, No Country for Young Men takes 

place in 1970s Ireland and in the period of the early 20th century civil wars related to 

Ireland's independence from Great Britain. Lucha Corpi is a Mexican-America!J woman 

living in Oakland, California. Delia's Song takes place during the late 1970s and the 

period of the Berkeley Chicano rights movement of 1969. Erna Brodber is a Jamaican 

writer whose novel, Myal, is set in 1919 Jamaica at the beginning of the labor movement 

and long before independence. Louise Erdrich is half-Anishinabe (Chippewa) and her 

novel, Tracks. is situated in the early 20th century when communally owned lands were 

being allotted to individuals through the government policy of the 1887 Dawes Act. 

Like Ella who develops an hysterical pregnancy and then causes a destructive 

storm as she is healed, the female characters in these novels are uncivilized not "because 

the colonizer defines them as such but because they are disorderly and they violate the 

expectations for women in their particular social contexts. Judith in No Country for 

Young Men commits murder. Her grand-niece, Grainne, has love affairs and briefly 

leaves her husband to go to a women's shelter. Fleur in Tracks plays poker better than 
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men, engages in overt sexual activity with Eli and has a strange connection with a water 

monster. Pauline in Tracks becomes a masochistic nun and murders her former lover. 

Delia in Delia's Song is involved in the Chicano student strike at Berkeley and years later 

has a sexual encounter with a man she meets at a Day of the Dead party. The 

unconventional relationships that these women have with the men in their lives challenge 

the romantic myths of exotic women. Selwyn Langley's attempt to transform Ella 

O'Grady into a white Irish woman is modeled on Rochester's attempt to make Jane Eyre 

into a lady but with disastrous consequences. James wants Grainne to resemble the 

women of Irish myth, who took the sexual initiative and he wonders if her great-aunt is a 

"sly old hag" with secret knowledge but these fantasies prove dangerous when his 

adventure ends in death. Fleur is viewed mythically by Pauline and even by Eli, who 

tries to impress her with sexual techniques learned from Nanapush, but eventually she is 

only human and is unable to protect her family or her land. Delia discourages any 

romanticization of their relationship by insisting that Jeff read the manuscript that reveals 

everything about her life. 

The women characters in these four novels embody the mingling of genes and 

cultures inherent under colonialism. The Irish are a heterogeneous ethnic group 

characterized by the mingling of various peoples through a history of successive 

invasions, including Mediterranean peoples, Vikings, Celts, Normans and British. Delia 

as Mexican-American combines Indian and Spanish ancestry, Myal's Ella O'Grady is a 

mixture of at least Irish and African ancestry. Pauline in Tracks is metis and the paternity 

of Fleur's child, Lulu, is uncertain. Her father may be the Anishinabe man, Eli, or one of 

the white men who raped Fleur. In Erna Brodber's Myal, Ella O'Grady's father is an Irish 

policeman. However, "The whiteman didn't have to give her fine skin, straight nose, thin 

lips and growing hair for she already got that from the Riley side" (Brodber, Myal 9). 

9 
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Throughout the novel while Ella struggles to discover her identity and the submerged 

history of colonialism, a phrase, "The half has never been told", is repeated. The half that 

has never been told may include the transportation of Irish slaves to the Caribbean by 

Cromwell's army during the conquest of Ireland as well as the rape of slave women by 

their masters either of which would explain Ella's maternal Riley ancestry. 

Examining these novels, we find the Irish presence everywhere as well as the 

presence of colonial religions, especially Catholicism. Forced to emigrate or police 

imperial outposts because of the impact of British colonialism that dispossessed them of 

their land, the Irish in the New World are both colonizer and colonized. One of the 

mixed race families in Tracks has an Irish surname, Morrissey which means taboo of the 

sea, an interesting choice because the lake in the novel is a place of native power. In 

Delia's song, Delia meets a man dressed as James Joyce for the Day of the Dead party. 

Only after having researched the 19th century famine and the Irish diaspora that resulted 

did I finally understand Leopold Bloom's wanderings through Dublin with a "hard black 

shriveled potato" in his pocket like the blighted potatoes that caused the famine as a 

metaphor of the famine and resulting emigrations or wanderings of the Irish to various 

regions of the world, notably Canada, Australia and the United States, where they may 

have mingled with Native Americans, African Americans and Mexicans. 

As I began writing about these novels, I was caught in the dilemma of deciding on 

the appropriate distance for me to maintain from this task. It was impossible to erase 

myself. That would have been dishonest because I knew that this was at least partly a 

personal mission of recovering my history. When too much distance was maintained, I 

became unable to write anything yet without some distance I felt drawn into the 

maelstrom of very real pain present in these texts. Can we risk being pulled into an 
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engagement with the experiential reality of the text as explicitly encouraged by Toni 

Morrison when she describes her narrative strategy in Beloved? In "Unspeakable Things 

Unspoken," Morrison explains her intention of disorienting her readers and thus allowing 

them to experience the vulnerability and confusion of those abducted from their homes 

and sold into slavery: 

The reader is snatched, yanked, thrown into an environment completely foreign, 
and I want it as the first stroke of the shared experience that might be possible 
between the reader and the novel's population. Snatched just as the slaves were 
from one place to another, from any place to another, without preparation and 
without defense (Morrison 32). 

In her article, "Fiction in the Scientific Procedure," Erna Brodber discus,ses her 

decision to write literature about the colonial experience although she is a social scientist. 

She describes anthropology as a science performed by outsiders to the cultures and 

pursued with accountability to fellow academics rather than to the people being studied. 

Brodber has decided tha~for her, "Writing through my feelings before entering the field 

was a valid methodological device" that enabled her to better understand the 

psychological repercussions of the African diaspora, -the "Relationship between history, 

tradition and defense mechanisms" (Brodber, "Fiction" 167). Thus by writing her novels, 

she refuses the position of detached observer and becomes accountable to ordinary 

people: 

My examination of Jamaican society could not be written from the standpoint of 
the objective outside observer communicating to disinterested scholars. It had to 
incorporate my 'I' and to be presented in such a way that the social workers I was 
training saw their own 'I' in the work, making this culture-in-personality study a 
personal and possibly transforming work for the therapists and through them the 
clients with whom they would work (Brodber 167) 

Like Erna Brodber, who is a sociologist as well as novelist, I can occupy the space 

of the colonizer because of my educational privilege and my ability to theorize upon the 
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silence of others, including my parents and ancestors. When I experience resistance to 

writing through my personal past, it is as much from fear of revisiting my own Ca1iban, 

the Irish colonial inheritance of inferiority, as from fear of becoming Prospero. However, 

if we avoid writing through the pain of remembering the "mad" women and men in our 

attics, then indeed we are in danger of colonizing these texts. 

It's the same person who feels and who discourses about epistemology. The 
problem is that you can't talk about your private life in the course of doing your 
professional work. You have to pretend that epistemology, or whatever you're 
writing about, has nothing to do with your life, that it's more exalted, more 
important, because it (supposedly) transcends the merely personal. Well, I'm tired 
of the conventions that keep discussions of epistemology, of James Joyce, 
segregated from meditations on what is happening outside my window or inside 
my heart. The public-private dichotomy, which is to say the public-private 
hierarchy, is a founding condition of female oppression (Tompkins 169). 

At the time I began writing about Myal, the hurricane of August 1992 passed 

through south Florida. Coincidentally, the external reality of this hurricane not only 

resembled the violent storm caused by Ella's healing in the novel but also expressed my 

inner state as I allowed the novel to exorcise my repressed ghosts. It was difficult to 

concentrate on intellectual tasks because of the violent emotions that erupted within me 

due to the impact that this hurricane was having on my life. Because I've been an orphan 

since age 16, my elderly aunt in south Florida is my only remaining family and 'thus the 

one person who could supply information to fill the gaps of my history. If she had died in 

this hurricane, I would not only have lost my sole remaining family but also any stories or 

memories that might allow me to retrace my origins. 

My father who died when I was an infant claimed that his mother was Native 

American. Unable to locate his birth records because he was in his fifties at my birth and 

was probably born before 1900, I have never been able to ascertain my paternal ancestry 

for certain. After my father died, my mother returned to her mother's home. Granny was 
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born in approximately 1870 and her parents apparently emigrated from Ireland not long 

after the famine years of 1845-49. As a child I remember hearing stories about the 

horrors of their trip in steerage and also worries about being sent to the poor house. Only 

now after reading histories of the famine, the work houses established as relief programs 

and emigration conditions do I fully comprehend the atmosphere of fear surrounding this 

family history. 

During this process of struggling with my writing, I had two dreams concerning 

my ambiguous ancestry. In one dream, I'm in a classroom preparing to give a talk. 

Carolyn Heilbrun starts to write my introduction on the blackboard in ogham, an archaic 

Celtic script. She writes about my birthday being on Halloween and explains that this is 

the day when the Celtic year renews --a threshold between the worlds of the living and 

the dead. She tells me that I must inform the audience who I am and how painful it is to 

be separated from Ireland. I feel a sense of longing for my "home" and begin crying. In 

the next dream, which occurred a few weeks later, I'm in a house with my mother. 

Somehow I had forgotten that she is still alive and I'm glad because now she ca~ explain 

the mystery surrounding my paternal grandmother. Then a brown skinned woman who is 

a healer enters the room and I assume this must be my Native American grandmother but 

my mother tells me that she is my Irish grandmother. Again I am disappointed that 

there will be no explanation of my family history. 

Recently I have begun to understand that because of the stories told to me about 

my ancestors' emigration, I had framed the loss of my maternal grandmother at the age of 

nine in terms of the losses of family, culture and communi ty experienced by the Irish . 

people as a consequence of the famine and diaspora. The parallel is relevant although 

my framing of it was an unconscious part of my mourning process. When my 



grandmother died, an entire way of life abruptly vanished for me. Her death was the end 

of the extended family including my mother and myself that had shared her home. My 

maternal aunt and her husband moved into an apartment. My grandmother's brother was 

sent to a home for the elderly. Most of my grandmother's possessions, objects of my 

childhood memories, seemed to suddenly disappear, even the garden that she had 

lovingly tended was allowed to wither. Her death also ended our holiday parties and 

attendance at wakes, which were major social events for Granny. 
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Only later upon finally visiting Ireland did I recognize that our home was a 

microcosm of Irish culture, in a myriad of ways from the food to the wakes. At her death, 

I lost this cultural cocoon as well as her. This resembles the sudden loss of home and 

culture that occurred in late 19th century Ireland due to the famine. Was my family 

unconsciously engaged in a repetition compulsion or is it only my framing that is a 

repetition? This traumatic event is still acutely felt by me because all the mementos 

associated with this period of my life have vanished forever. To me this loss signifies the 

role that women like my grandmother play in cultural reproduction, passing on family 

and community stories and traditions. 

The opening quote mentions how women and natives have been theorized upon in 

order to construct the identity of men and the dominant symbolic order. Eavan Boland 

writes about male Irish poets who used women --Kathleen Ni Houlihan, Dark Rosaleen-

as motifs in their poems to construct an iconography of Irish national identity. Boland 

feels that this ornamental use of mythic women is dishonest to the reality of Irish 

women's lives and of the terrible story of Irish history. When she was a young college 

student on holiday in Achill, Boland met and talked to a local woman who told her stories 

of the famine times, repeating to her that the people in the famine were "great people." 
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How had the women of our past -the women of a long struggle and a terrible 
survival--undergone such a transformation? How had they suffered Irish history 
and inscribed themselves in the speech and memory of the Achill woman, only to 
re-emerge in the Irish poetry as fictive queens and national sibyls? .. The wrath 
and grief of Irish history seemed to me -as it did to many -one of our true 
possessions. Women were part of that wrath, had endured that grief (Boland 12). 

Sir John Davies justified establishing plantations in Ulster because if the Irish 

were "Suffered to possess the whole country as their septs have done for many hundreds 

of years past, they would never ... build houses, make townships or villages or manure or 

improve the land as it ought to be" but would let it remain a "wilderness" (Canny 119). 

Edmund Spenser also criticized the nomadism of the Irish who travel with their cattle as 

barbarism because it is wasteful of the land and he is especially critical of the wandering 

women whose mantle serves as "Cloak and safeguard, and also a coverlet for her lewd 

exercise, and when she hath filled her vessel, under it she can hide both her burden and 

her blame; yea and when her bastard is born it serves instead of all her swaddling clothes" 

(Spenser 53). A similarly derogatory judgment was imposed on Native Americans in 

order to justify their conquest as a civilizing mission. "Aboriginal Americar~, so English 

voyagers were again and again to find, denied their holy, human selves and lived like 

beasts; they were in the traditional terminology, more animal than rational" (Pearce 5). 

The U.S. policy of using reservations to relocate and control Native Americans 

was modeled on Cromwell's plan for containment of the Irish. I In both situations, 

removal made land available to the colonizer and perhaps protected him from a 

contaminating contact with the colonized. For those subjected to removal, the ~esult was 

the break-down of traditional communal values through forced dispossession, relocation 

1 For parallels between colonization ofIreland and the New World. see Canny. Nicholas P. "The Ideology 
of English Colonization: From Ireland to America". WjJljam and MaO' Quarterly. 3rd ser. XXX (1973). 
575-98 and Canny, Nicholas P. Elizabethan Conquest ofIreland. N.Y.:Barnes and Noble. 1976. 



and impoverishment. In Ireland before the famine, the colonization process had 

dispossessed and impoverished the indigenous population. There was a huge gap 

between the now landless Irish peasants and the prosperous often absentee English 

landlord class, who owned vast plantations and had limitless power over their tenants to 

raise rents and evict those who couldn't pay. Elizabeth Smith, a landowner's wife 

described this scene in 1842, three years before the potato blight, when she visited a 

woman who had miscarried from hard work. 
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It is an old cow-house, part of a ruined building quite apart from all 
neighbourhood, has never been dashed inside or out, no window, no chimney, a 
sort of door that don't fit and some thatch by way of --the husband has built a 
rough stone wall elbow high to protect the bed from the wind of the door. I saw 
no bedclothes, straw below, a sort of old dark cloth above; ... four starved looking 
children, very clean, the poor fainting woman hardly able to speak and not able to 
raise herself (Litton 11). 

These subsistence conditions worsened when the potato crop failed in 1845 and 

the British refused to allow the starving people to retain the grain that was exported for 

profit. The major emigration of the Irish occurred during and after the period of the 

1845-49 famine. This diaspora spread the Irish around the world but especially to North 

America. This period of severe famine was foreseen by many because of the vampire 

relationship between the British landlords and the Irish tenants that they forced to subsist 

solely on the potato crop. Recently the Irish Times writer, John Waters, wrote an article 

entitled "Confronting the Ghost of our Past" about the tendency of the Irish to repress the 

painful history of the 19th century famine and diaspora while unconsciously passing on 

the memories to their children. Waters mentions Sinead O'Connor's song, "Famine" 

which addresses the traumatic impact of the famine on the Irish and the need to remember 

and grieve what was lost. He quotes Sinead saying that, "I have compared Ireland in the 

song to a child who has been tortured--spiritually, sexually, physically, psychologically 

and emotionally" (Waters, "Confronting"). 



There are parallels to this painful history in all four of the novels as will be more 

fully developed in their respective chapters. The Jamaica of Myal has a history of the 

middle passage and slavery. Even after slavery ended, the former slaves continued a 

precarious life of poverty as landless peasants. Colonization of peoples' minds was 

resisted ideologically by religions like Myalism and oppression was resisted physically 

by slave uprisings and later by strikes. Native American nations like the Anishinabe in 

Tracks experienced displacement, dispossession, and disruption of their cultures as 

Europeans moved into their former homelands. "Within its boundaries the United States 

warred against native peoples and guaranteed political settlements for military alliances, 

the sale of lands, acquiescence to the reservation system, and the surrender of mineral 

rights" (Lincoln 18-19). The Anishinabe were decimated by disease and the cu~tural 

breakdown described in Tracks as many lost their lands through the allotment policy. In 

1848 the United States' appropriated Northern Mexico, an area that now includes Texas, 

New Mexico and Arizona/and dispossessed the native Mexican inhabitants. The Treaty 

of Guadalupe Hidalgo "Like all of the treaties and agreements with the Indians, became 

mere paper when the matter at issue was land ownership" (Moquin 252). Delia's Song 

addresses the consequences of second-class citizenship for Mexican-Americans, 

including job exploitation of her father, the deaths of her brothers from drugs and 

Vietnam and the obstacles to obtaining an education. 
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Studies about the psychological difficulties among survivors of the Holocaust can 

be applied to survivors of other events that were similarly traumatic in terms of lives lost 

and an entire people and culture nearly disappearing. For Holocaust survivors, the 

experience of losing or being separated from close family members was the most terrible 

aspect of the event. This is something that happened during the slave trade, the Irish 
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diaspora and the forced relocation of Native Americans. The suffering is not just 

something that happened in the past but a process that continues into the present 

involving unemployment, poverty and alcoholism or drug addiction as a response to 

hopelessness whether in Ireland or on reservations and inner city communities of the U.S. 

Studies of holocaust survivors have revealed the depth of such traumatic loss. 

Almost no one, neither those who remained silent throughout the years, nor those 
who spoke incessantly about their experiences, would willingly describe the 
details of that separation or separations. It is as if by their silence they could keep 
their loved ones near. Were they to reveal this deep wound to anyone else, they 
would again and forever lose those from whom they cannot bear to separate 
(Shoshan 193). 

This abusive and degrading colonial relationship resulted in self-negation and 

thus social and psychological problems for the colonized peoples, including alcoholism 

among the Irish and on Indian reservations and high rates of schizophrenia in rural 

Ireland. Scheper-Hughes, who made a study of Irish rural schizophrenia entitled Saints. 

Scholars and Schizophrenics. found similarities between the anomie drinking of the rural 

Irish and the Pueblo Indians. She quotes a Pueblo man to whom she was showing her 

piece on rural Ireland as saying, "Now this is like what is happening to us here ... You 

wouldn't have to scratch very deep to find the same hurt, the same loss and anger, and the 

drinking, always the drinking" (Scheper-Hughes, "The Best" 61). As a graduate student 

at the University of Chicago, Rosario Morales was overwhelmed by the scholar.Iy 

requirement of maintaining distance from the painful histories of conquest that had 

impacted her ancestors. 

I was there to be a scholar, there to be an anthropologist. Not there to be a person, 
a woman. Not there to care that I was a Puerto Rican, a child of Taino Indians, of 
Spaniards, of African slaves. Not there to question, to argue. Not there to 
identify. Not there to cry. Certainly not there to cry. No wonder I drank ... A 
soundless litany of death by exploration, of death by pacification, of death by 
manifest destiny (Morales 64). 
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The intense pain of losing family members and community connections is 

represented in all four novels by the continued presence of the dead in the memory of the 

living. In Tracks, Nanapush fears that he and Fleur will become windigo because they 

are attached too much to the dead they have lost in the epidemic. Delia is suffering a 

form of soul loss because she has not mourned the death of her brothers and the death of 

her dreams. The dead are all around Judith in No Country because she is still living in 

the period of the Irish war for independence from Britain but Grainne is also haunted by 

memories of the famine and the evidence of it in the faces of the contemporary poor. 

Ella's healing is a symbolic act that addresses the need to heal the collective pain of 

Jamaican history, which includes slavery and ongoing racism, as well as her personal 

pain. 

These novels recognize the dialectical interrelationship of the personal and the 

socio-political. The major characters in these novels are women who are obviously 

struggling with their personal concerns in a socio-cultural milieu with which they are 

engaged or to which they are politically committed. These female central characters 

shape their identities through interaction with the social and historical forces with which 

they are involved and the subjectivities that they express are often much less individual 

than collective, undermining the individualism on which both patriarchy and colonialism 

are founded. The central female characters in these novels are thoroughly embedded in 

family, community and culture. Delia's relationships with women, Fleur's with Nanapush 

and Ella's with other resisting members of the community are as important as biological 

family. Colonized women, who have often been doubly theoretically construct~d as 

icons, can reclaim the space of authentic difference by remembering and passing on 

stories of real women. The recovery/uncovering of the repressed must occur both on the 

personal and on the social levels because colonialism (post-colonialism is really a less 
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visible colonialism) operates through oppressive social, political and economic structures 

sustained by ideologies of racism, sexism and so forth. These ideologies of inferiority and 

subjugation have been internalized as is the bodily suffering and emotional pain of 

various experiential oppressions such as dispossession, poverty and a legacy of 

conquest/slavery . 

"Post-colonial"2 women authors like these four may express tensions between 

these female characters and the demands of a political liberation movement that is based 

on asserting a cultural or national identity but may reinscribe patriarchal values.and often 

does not provide an opportunity for the expression of female identity or desire. All the 

female characters in these novels are struggling to give voice to a subjectivity outside 

patriarchal cultural constructions of woman, both colonial and indigenous, while they 

participate in politically significant events relevant to defending their cultural identities 

against colonialism's manichean degradation of indigenous cultures. When colonialism 

imposes Christianity and other European philosophies on people with these indigenous 

belief systems, this enforces an interpretation of traditional beliefs as invalid 

superstitions. Yet these belief systems of indigenous cultures are more than mere 

superstition, they are methods for assigning meaning to apparently arbitrary events in a 

way that reinforces the social order and enables people to function as cohesive 

community members. 

The danger of filth represents for the subject the risk to which the very symbolic 
order is permanently exposed, to the extent that it is a device of discriminations, 
of differences. But from where and from what does the threat issue? From 
nothing else but an equally objective reason ... the frailty of the symbolic order 
itself (Kristeva 69). 

2 Of course, post-colonial is an ambiguous phrase since most formerly colonized peoples are still 
experiencing the repercussions of colonialism and the continued powerful influence of neo-col<?nialism. 
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The Chipewyan are an Athapaskan people in Canada with beliefs about giant fish 

and otters that resemble the beliefs about Misshepeshu the water monster in Tracks. 

The community uses these beliefs to explain individual misfortunes. Sharp describes 

Stewart as an individual who had violated community standards by psychologically 

mistreating family members and who had made fun of local belief by leading a group of 

men to throw logs into the river where a giant otter was said to live. Subsequent to this 

event, the men who participated all died of disease or accident except Stewart, who 

however lost his wife through a strange illness and his sons through a boat accident. 

Finally Stewart's son-in-law drowns when the two men get drunk together. Resentment 

and conflict against Stewart for failing to save the man was avoided by the community's 

interpretation of the death as revenge of the giant otter for Stewart's insults. "An incident 

that should have divided the community for months, possibly resulting in some ,out 

migration, was quickly interpreted as but Nobiecho's continuing revenge" (Sharp 233). 

Similar observations were made by Conrad Arensberg about so-called superstitions 

among the rural Irish. Arensberg determines that a belief that fairy folk have stolen the 

"real" person or animal functions as an explanation for sudden illnesses among people or 

cattle. This method for handling and explaining emotionally disturbing events also 

enforces acceptable behavior within the community. 

For what the countryman's belief is doing for him is something belief always 
seems destined to do, wherever it is found. Tradition is bearing upon him to keep 
alive and organize the regard his group must feel for the codes of conduct and the 
objects of use by which it lives .. .It gives sanctity to his conventions, his needs, 
and his goods. It infuses them with emotional associations far beyond their 
normal capacity to carry sentiment. It gives them symbolic form (Arensberg 
177). 

Through the enactment of these symbols in community rituals, individuals are 

encouraged to remember the reciprocity of their relations with each other, a reciprocity 

that allows them to survive in a world of frequent scarcity. Before the breakdown of 
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their traditional life-style through colonization, the Anishinabe had a semi-nomadic 

subsistence way of life with an ongoing struggle to obtain adequate food. However, 

starvation was usually avoided because of the "cooperative spirit of the people" which 

ensured that those who had a surplus would share with the less-fortunate (Danziger 11). 

As this system of exchange has disappeared after conquest, the characters in Tracks are 

saved from starvation only by government rations. "In the end it was not Fleur's dreams, 

my skill, Eli's desperate searches, or Margaret's preserves that saved us. It was the 

government commodities sent from Hoopdance in six wagons" (Erdrich Tracks 171). 

Likewise through colonization, the Irish culture experienced a breakdown of the 

traditional clan structure and the monastic system which had provided care for the sick, 

old and the homeless. This breakdown left the population even more vulnerable to the 

food crisis and resulting famine caused by British economic policy in the 19th century. 

When the convent chooses to discharge Judith into the custody of her great-niece and 

nephew, they do not respond with a sense of clan solidarity. Shortly after bringing her to 

his home, Michael O'Malley is in a pub offering to sell her information to James, the 

visiting American. Grainne remembers Owen Roe talking about how "Women could 

always rely on men of their own tribe to respect and look out for them" yet ironically he 

fails to fulfill this role with both Grainne and Judith. 

The collapse of the clan structure removed an age-old support system in which 
they had a place, lowly though that may have been. The suppression of the 
monasteries meant that the poor, the sick and the elderly had now no avenue of 
escape from the harsh reality of deprivation. The result of the widespread 
confiscations. religious persecutions and social disturbances of those centuries left 
the country exhausted and desolate. The vast majority of the Irish people was 
now poverty-stricken. with no rights. no hope of help. justice or compassion .. 
. virtual slaves in their own land (O'Connor 25). 
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The borderland is a world that has not been "Domesticated by European 

signification or codified in detail by its ideology. That world is therefore perceived as 

uncontrollable, chaotic, unattainable, and ultimately evil. .. The imperialist configures the 

colonial realm as a confrontation based on differences in race, language, social customs, 

cultural values, and modes of production" (JanMohamed 83). While colonialism can be 

used to justify the moral superiority of the colonizer, it is through this encounter with an 

alternative symbolic order that the colonizer's symbolic order is called into question and 

relativized. Until this encounter it might seem as though the colonizer's socio-political 

system is the natural order. In this confrontation based on differences between 

constructions of meaning, signification is threatened with an abyss where meaning breaks 

down. JanMohamed examines the landscape of the Marabar Caves in E.M. Forster's 

Passage to India as the embodiment of just such an abyss of meaninglessness. In the 

caves, every attempt at signification is transformed into nothingness, a "bourn". Thus 

the real threat to the colonizer is that boundary breakdown between the colonizing culture 

and the colonized culture will cause a mingling of these disparate symbolic systems and 

render the colonizer's system as meaningless as this "bourn". 

By representing the differences between the colonizing European and the 

colonized native as a metaphysical "fact of life", colonialist literature serves to 

"Dehistoricize and desocialize the conquered world" and justify the allegedly civilizing 

European intervention (JanMohamed 87). "By allowing the European to denigrate the 

native in a variety of ways, by permitting an obsessive, fetishistic representation of the 

native's moral inferiority, the allegory also enables the European to increase, by contrast, 

the store of his own moral superiority" (JanMohamed103). Setting up such a dIchotomy 

between the supposedly inferior native and the "morally superior colonizer" leaves the 
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colonized with little option other than self-negation because her very being is classified as 

reprehensible. 

Colonialism imposes binary oppositions of good and evil, savage and civilized 

that are fundamental to its self-justification. "While the covert purpose is to exploit the 

colony's natural resources thoroughly and ruthlessly through the various imperialist 

material practices, the overt aim, as articulated by colonialist discourse, is to 'civilize' the 

savage" (JanMohamed 81). Yet, as lanMohamed so astutely observes, this overt aim is 

accompanied by a "Fixation upon the savagery and the evilness of the native" which is 

used to justify the colonial intervention. The manichean allegory is a vortex of 

oppositions between "White and black, good and evil, superiority and inferiority, 

civilization and savagery, intelligence and emotion, rationality and sensuality, self and 

Other" (JanMohamed 82). Perhaps colonialism is simply a logical outgrowth of 

civilization's need to extend its boundaries into the disorderly wilderness. The patriarchal 

symbolic order behind the facade of civilization constitutes itself through a dualistic 

process that excludes and then symbolically consumes the savage I woman, thereby 

revitalizing itself by cannibalizing any remaining "wilderness". 

The metaphysics of colonialism is organized according to rigid boundaries that 

construct the colonized as savage, evil, etc. in an attempt to protect the colonizer's 

systems of meaning from being contaminated by the value systems of the colonized. 

lanMohamed has noted that colonialism problematizes the boundary between the 

colonizer and the colonized and attempts to defend this boundary by degrading and 

destroying the cultural and spiritual integrity of the colonized or enslaved people. In 

Slavery and Social Death. Orlando Patterson demonstrates that because the slave was 

alienated from an identity and a community, both "desocialized" and "depersonalized", 
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slhe was defined as a "socially dead person", a "nonbeing" (Patterson 38). This process, 

referred to as spirit thievery in Myal, is damaging to the colonized but also dangerous to 

the colonizer because once the boundaries are dissolved, the culture of the colonized can 

invade the colonizer's culture and threaten the carefully constructed meanings that have 

served to justify the colonizer's socio-political order. Mary Douglas in Purity and Danger 

addresses the need of social systems to protect themselves from the threat of disorder by 

creating categories of purity and pollution. 

Ideas about separating, purifying, demarcating and punishing transgressjons have 
as their main function to impose system on an inherently untidy experience. It is 
only by exaggerating the difference between within and without, above and 
below, male and female, with and against, that a semblance of order is created 
(Douglas 4). 

If the colonization process operates as a sort of vampire process, stealing the life 

force or spirit of the colonized, that would explain not only the references to vampires in 

No Country for Young Men and Delia's Song and zombies and spirit thievery in Myal 

but perhaps the genesis of the original story of Dracula by Bram Stoker, who was born in 

Dublin in 1847. "Black 47" was the name used to designate 1847 as the worst year of the 

famine. Stephen Arata analyzes Dracula as a novel about the "anxiety of reverse 

colonization". In other words the colonizer feels gUilt over the cultural damage done to 

the colonized by British imperialism and fears that the victim will retaliate, which is 

signified by Count Dracula's intention of polluting Britain by violating the blood of 

British women. 

For Stoker, the Gothic and the travel narrative problematize, separately and 
together, the very boundaries on which British imperial hegemony depended: 
between civilized and primitive, colonizer and colonized, victimizer (either 
imperialist or vampire) and victim. By problematizing those boundaries, Stoker 
probes the heart of the culture's sense of itself, its ways of defining and 
distinguishing itself from other peoples (Arata 626-7). 
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The Dracula story is a parody of the sexual act and also a mimicry of the maternal 

act of breast-feeding, however, with a substitution of blood for milk. This suggests the 

importance of women in establishing boundaries of purity and pollution because of their 

role in reproduction. According to Mary Douglas, certain rituals of virginity are imposed 

on women in order to ensure paternity and ergo cultural purity. In the novels, this is 

signified by the racially mixed characters of Pauline in Tracks and Ella in Myal. It is also 

associated with the mestiza identity of Delia in Delia's Song and with the revalidation of 

La Malinche by Chicana feminists as the founder of a mestiza consciousness from her 

polluted status as "la chingada" or the "violated one". 

The body is a model which can stand for any bounded system. Its boundaries can 
represent any boundaries which are threatened or precarious ... We cannot 
possibly interpret rituals concerning excreta, breast milk, saliva and the rest unless 
we are prepared to see in the body a symbol of society, and to see the powers and 
dangers credited to social structure reproduced in small on the human body 
(Douglas 115). 

lanMohamed credits Isaak Dinesen's literature on the African colonial context 

with avoiding the manichean perspective that prevails under colonialism through making 

an epistemological shift from the "scientific-empirical" to the "mythic mode" of 

consciousness. Since this mythical consciousness is beyond duality, it offers an 

opportunity, as does Gloria Anzaldua's "mestiza consciousness", to embrace the so-

called pollution that results from colonial intervention rather than attempt to reinstate an 

idealized edenic past. Whereas empirical thought operates through dialectical binary 

operation of analysis and synthesis, mythical thought operates through a radical 

metonymy in which "Anything can come from anything" (JanMohamed 67). Thus the 

novels under consideration demonstrate challenges to the hegemonic patriarchal and 

colonial orders through their expression of social structures, ritual processes an~ narrative 

techniques that validate flexibility, ambiguity, and pollution. These novels convey this 
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emphasis through the use of characters with fluid identities; through unconventional 

constructions of family and kinship; by situating the characters in hybrid cultural contexts 

that mingle pre and post-colonial values; and by enacting a return of the colonial 

repressed that allows the birth of a decolonized subject. 

This zone of cultural contact and mingling of colonial and native symbolic 

systems has been variously designated as "borderlands" by Gloria Anzaldua, "hybridity" 

by Homi Bhaba, the "contact zone" by Mary Louise Pratt and "border zones" by Renato 

Rosaldo. According to Bhaba, colonialism produces "hybridization" rather than 

uncontested colonialist authority and this "Reveals the ambivalence at the source of 

traditional discourses on authority and enables a form of subversion, founded on that 

uncertainty" (Bhaba 154). This ambivalence is based on the conflict between the 

symbols of imperialism and its economic and political reality, disturbed by the "Uncanny 

forces of race, sexuality, violence, cultural and even climatic differences which emerge in 

the colonial discourse as the mixed and split texts of hybridity" (BhabaI55). H~mi Bhaba 

demonstrates this process through his examination of the reception of Christianity and the 

bible by Hindus in 1817. Though the Hindus agreed to be baptized, they refused to 

receive the sacrament because Europeans eat cow's meat which offended their Hindu 

dietary restrictions. 

Pratt's contact zone is a space where "Cultures meet, clash and grapple with each 

other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, 

slavery, or their aftermaths" and in which "members of subordinated or marginal groups 

select and invent from materials transmitted by a dominant or metropolitan culture" (Pratt 

34, 36). Pratt's concept of a "contact zone" is derived from the example of Guaman 

Poma's letter to Philip III in 1613. Guaman was an indigenous Andean who had more or 
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less converted to Christianity. His letter, written in both Spanish and Quechua, was 

intended to construct a "New picture of the world ... with Andean rather than European 

peoples at the center of it --Cuzco, not Jerusalem" (Pratt 34). Guaman severely criticized 

Spanish exploitation of the indigenous labor force as genocidal. Pratt perceived that the 

significance of this text is its relativity. In other words, Guaman's text would be read or 

received differently depending on the reader's position and especially on whether the 

reader was monolingual or bilingual in Spanish and Quechua. 

Similarly Renato Rosaldo's border zones are "Transitional zones ... sites of 

creative cultural production" through combining ingredients from the mingling 9f 

seemingly disparate cultures (Rosaldo 208). Rosaldo discusses "EI Louie" from Jose 

Montoya's poem of that name as a border crossing personality with a talent for joining 

together "disparate cultural elements" -Anglo, Chicano and Mexican- in new ways. 

Rosaldo's border zone is influenced by Gloria Anzald6a's idea of the borderlands 

inhabited by a new mestiza with a tolerance for ambiguity and the ability to juggle 

cultures. 

The U.S. Mexican border es una herida abierta where the Third World grates 
against the first and bleeds. And before a scab forms it hemorrhages again, the 
lifeblood of two worlds merging to form a third country --a border culture. 
Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us 
from them ... A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the 
emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition. 
The prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants (AnzaldGa 3). 

In her "Cyborg Manifesto", Donna Harraway recalls La Malinche, mistress and 
/ . 

translator to the conqueror CortesJas a woman who learned the master's language and 

transformed her violation into a strategy for survival. "Stripped of identity, the bastard 

race teaches about the power of the margins and the importance of a mother like 
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Malinche. Women of colour have transformed her from the evil mother of masculinist 

fear into the originally literate mother who teaches survival" (Haraway 176-7). Haraway 

advances cyborg politics as a similar survival strategy that advocates pollution, 

"Rejoicing in the illegitimate fusions of animal and machine" (Haraway 176). Richard 

Kearney describing the post-modern post-colonial Irish identity uses the term "migrant 

minds" to address the reality of Irish emigration to various parts of the world as a 

consequence of British colonization. What has heretofore been regarded as a regrettable 

and embittering experience of exile can now be reconsidered from the perspective of a 

complex transnational identity, an expansion of the home rather than a loss. 

The Irish thing surfaces, almost in spite of oneself, when the obsession with a 
unique identity is abandoned. The reason we could not find it was perhaps that 
we were looking too hard, too self-consciously, too fanatically. Now as we are 
rediscovering ourselves through our encounter with others, reclaiming our voice 
in our migrations through other cultures and continents--Europe, Britain, North 
America .. .It takes the migrant mind to know that the island is without frontiers 
(Kearney 187). 

All these descriptions of border, contact or hybrid zones of colonial contact 

suggest Victor Turner's definition of liminality. Originally "liminal" referred to a phase in 

rites of passage as delineated by Arnold van Gennep. The three phases are "Separation, 

margin (or limen, signifying 'threshold' in Latin), and aggregation" (Turner 94). The 

liminal phase is the state in which the ritual subject has an ambiguous identity before 

being reintegrated into the community with a new identity. Turner investigated this 

liminal phase in great depth and also the social phenomenon of semi-permanent liminal 

status, as in the case of deliberate monastic poverty. 

The attributes of liminality or of liminal personae (,threshold people') are 
necessarily ambiguous, since this condition and these persons elude or slip 
through the network of classifications that normally locate states and positions in 
cultural space. Liminal entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and 
between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and 



ceremonial. .. Thus, liminality is frequently likened to death, to being in the 
womb, to invisibility, to darkness, to bisexuality, to the wilderness, and to an 
eclipse of the sun or moon (Turner 95). 

Liminality and hybridity are disturbing because they destabalize authority and 
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also evoke the uncanny site that is constructed from a bricolage of disparate fragments, 

thus returning the participant to the threshold of birth or rebirth associated with the 

mother's genitals. The sheela-na-gig, which shows a woman exposing her genitals, has 

been found on churches in Ireland and England and is often regarded as a "quaint 

medieval fertility symbol". It was used on a controversial counter-hegemonic Dublin 

Millennium poster of 1987 called "The Spirit of Woman", which was created in response 

to the official Millennium poster, "Faces of Dublin" in which every face was male. 

Molly Mullin in "Representations of History, Irish Feminism, and the Politics of 

Difference" thinks that the sheela-na-gig and the controversy that it inspired is instructive 

because of the challenge it presents to hegemonic representations of Irish history. By its 

simultaneous celebration of female genitalia and representation of death as the inevitable 

outcome of birth, the sheela destabilizes the notion that sexuality and death can be 

separated. The icon acquired an especially subversive quality when journalist Nell 

McCafferty used the sheela wearing a nun's veil to criticize ignorance of the female body 

and sexuality in Catholic dominated Ireland. Mullin compares its impact to John and 

Jean Comaroffs description of a Tswana madman, wearing the initials of the South 

African Railways on his chest and carrying a bishop's miter made from black plastic 

garbage bags. This madman as an example of hybridity ironically subverts the dual 

colonialisms of industrial capitalism and missionary religion. 

Like madmen and witches everywhere, he offered genteel society an image of 
itself that it would rather forget. For, to all who looked at him, one thing was 
clear: he had worked on himself with laborious care to bring together in startling 



anomaly things that, 'normally' were kept well apart (Comaroff quoted in Mullin 
49). 

"It often happens that male patients declare that they feel there is something 

uncanny about female genital organs. This unheimlich place, however, is the entrance to 
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the former heim [home] of all human beings" (Freud 399). This unheirnlich place is 

represented by the paradoxical and ambivalent Celtic sheela-na-gig and the Hopi sipapu, 

which signify the maternal body and thus Freud's pre-oedipal state that precedes a 

symbolic order. The half-Hopi poet Wendy Rose, who writes of the "Sipapu" from which 

we emerge into the "taste of day light a sound of birth a whirl of blood a spin of song" 

and the Irish poet Paula Meehan, who writes of "Sile na Gig's yoni made luscious in stone 

and somewhere there is vestige of my mother nursing me to sleep" reappropriat~ these 

"fertility" icons of their respective cultures (Rose 9; Meehan 74-5). 

Like the sheela, the sipapu cited in Wendy Rose's poem is another ambivalent 

icon. It is symbolic of the Hopi place of emergence and every kiva, or ceremonial space, 

has an opening in its floor that signifies this sipapu. According to Hopi belief, they 

emerged into the current fourth world after the three previous worlds became corrupt. 

"Each world begins as a paradise, but is sooner or later disrupted through mankind's evil 

behavior" (Armin Geertz 220). The sipapu is associated with birth and death in Hopi 

culture and is both fascinating and dangerous. As told by Ross Macaya in Victor 

Masayesva's video Itam Hakim Hopiit. the Hopi emerged from a previous world to the 

present world. Once the people have emerged, the former world becomes the underworld 

to which people return after death. However, the desire to return "home" is compelling. 

"People began to die off, saying: 'We can go home now. Maybe we shouldn't go away 

from here'. Believing this, they all crowded to the place of emergence to die and return 
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below where they would be happy. Soon it became clear that they had to seal the place of 

emergence" (Masayesva). 

When the four women authors in my investigation affirm female subjectivity, they 

do not attempt to erase this heimlichlunheimlich space of birth, death and origins that the 

sheela and sipapu signify. The female characters in their novels inhabit cultural border 

zones and psychological threshold states. The ambiguous position of the colonized 

women characters in these novels is signified as an uncanny threshold between life and 

death. There are references to Halloween as a metaphor for liminality in No Country for 

Young Men and the Day of the Dead, when dead souls can visit the living, is a central 

motif in Delia's Song. Victor Turner discusses the significance of Halloween as a time for 

"strange alliance" between "The innocent and the wicked, children and witches, who 

purge the community" (Turner 183). This might apply to the strangely childlike Patsy 

and his alliance with Grainne's son, Cormac, in No Country for Young Men. Turner's 

discussion of masking is related to Delia's masquerade at the Day of the Dead p"arty 

which enables her to initiate sex with a stranger. "The Halloween children exemplify 

several liminal motifs: their masks insure them anonymity, for no one knows just whose 

particular children they are. But ... anonymity here is for purposes of aggression" 

(Turner 172). 

Each of the novels addresses the colonial influence of hybridity and liminality that 

situates the characters betwixt and between cultures and often in states of consciousness 

that are betwixt and between life and death. The characters in No Country for Young 

Men, especially Judith and Grainne, are caught in a time zone that encompasses the era of 

the Irish civil war in the 1920s as well as the current renewal of the troubles in the 1970s. 

Judith's mind has been damaged by colonization, by political ideology, by forced 
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incarceration in a convent and by shock treatments. Grainne's relationships with men are 

difficult because of the influence of monastic misogyny and repression on Irish culture. 

Judith's mind is compared to a bog and Grainne's erotic encounter with James is 

associated with a fairy mound, which is the entrance to the Other world in Celtic 

mythology. Both bog and sidh have liminal characteristics and thus the potential for 

enabling a reversal of repression and colonization. 

While the otherworld was generally associated with the subterranean regions, it 
was not confined to them. Transcending as it did the limitations of human space 
as well as time, its location was perceived with considerable flexibility .. .It could 
be reached through a cave, the waters of a lake, a magic mist, or simply through 
the acquisition of heightened insight (Mac Cana 314). . 

Delia exists in a betwixt and between state that can be compared to susto, a 

condition of soul loss according to Mexican folk culture. She has experienced the death 

of her brothers, estrangement from her mother, the loss of her idealistic hopes for the 

Chicano movement as well as a destructive relationship with Fernando. Delia perceives 

herself as the "living dead" but finally begins to awaken to life through her erotic 

encounter with a man disguised as James Joyce at a Day of the Dead party. The Day of 

the Dead is a threshold time in Mexican culture when the souls of the dead are close to 

the living. For Delia, this is an opportunity to be free of her weighty responsibilities and 

to mingle with party guests who represent the souls of dead literary and political 

ancestors. After this event, she begins to write about her life and thus to release the 

repressed energy of loss and love. 

Myal describes the colonization of Ella's mind as created by the texts of a colonial 

education, especially the works that dichotomize colonized and colonizer such as 

Shakespeare's Tempest and Bronte's Jane Eyre. This binary representation of colonized 

and colonizer as opposites is particularly troubling for Ella since she is half black and half 
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white, thus her body, associated with her Jamaican mother, is split from her mind 

associated with her Irish father and with the colonial symbolic order he enforces. When 

she is finally psychologically violated by her American husband and healed of this by the 

myal man, this releases the repressed material and colonial waste matter, produces a 

hurricane and results in Ella's recognition of the damage done by colonial education. 

The three main characters, Fleur, Pauline and Nanapush, in Tracks are also 

survivors of personal and cultural loss who feel very close to the dead and even cross 

over into that realm. Their liminality is due both to grieving these losses and to being 

caught in a world betwixt their Anishinabe culture and the encroachment of European 

culture. Their survival is negotiated by their ability to use trickster strategies and elude 

categorization. Pauline, Fleur and Nanapush all express the excessive libido associated 

with the trickster although Nanapush is the one named for the trickster who is a'cultural 

hero. While Pauline applies her energy to negating her Indian ancestry, Fleur tries 

unsuccessfully to restore pre-colonial ways. Only Nanapush fully accepts the permanent 

hybridity of their situation and uses both print and oral tradition in resisting colonial 

oppression. 

Though survivors have negotiated the destruction of their culture and the 

interpenetration of different symbolic systems, this does not erase the loss or make the 

process of existing in-between various systems simple or comfortable. Catherine 

Rainwater has remarked that Erdrich's use of co-existing belief systems or epistemologies 

such as "Christianity versus shamanic religion" and the "Nuclear family versus tribal 

kinship systems" puts the reader into a zone of discomfort that is similar to the in

between status of Native Americans caught between conflicting cultural systems 

(Rainwater 406-7). The effect is to "Produce a state of marginality in the reader" by 



introducing him or her to the relativity of the novel's various systems of meaning or 

"conflicting codes", as she calls them. This demonstrates how survivors of cultural 

breakdown do not survive entirely free of suffering loss and the pain of maintaining a 

somewhat schizoid identity in their in-between-worlds status. 
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The souls of the dead surround the characters of all four novels -Fleur, Ella 

O'Grady, Delia and Grainne/ludith. This is most explicit in Tracks. when Nan~push 

catalogs the families and clans decimated by epidemics and famines and repeatedly 

describes Fleur and himself as survivors, surrounded by the spirits of the dead. "Their 

names grew within us, swelled to the brink of our lips, forced our eyes open in the middle 

of the night. We were filled with the water of the drowned, cold and black, airless water 

that lapped against the seal of our tongues or leaked slowly from the corners of our eyes" 

(Erdrich, Tracks 6). During Skeleton Winter, Fleur crosses the threshold between life and 

death to save her daughter Lulu from death. She is followed there by Pauline who often 

seems to be more at home with the dead and dying. Ella in Myal enters into a condition 

of zombification and is like the living dead for awhile but after she is healed, Ella is more 

alive than before her zombification when she was too ethereal because she identified with 

the light-skinned abstract people in her books like Peter Pan. All these women use the 

ambiguity of the life-death threshold to illuminate the ambiguity of inhabiting a world in

between cultures and to rediscover themselves as hybrid and complex subjects father than 

the schizoid or invisible identity constructed for them by the colonizer. 

The presence of threshold states associated with zombification, the Day of the 

Dead or HalloweenlSamhain thresholds resembles Anzaldua's "Coatlicue state", where 

the overwhelming emotions of grief, rage and demonic madness are the transformative 

energies with which these authors write themselves, and Turner's liminal zone as well as 
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the border/contactlhybrid zones described earlier. These zones are complicated and 

unstable sites of cultural contact and painful loss but also offer the female characters an 

opportunity to descend into the abyss of nonbeing and reconstruct a new "post-colonial" 

identity through their rites of passage. Each of these novels uses the discourse of anger / 

madness to deconstruct the symbolic order and create a discursive space apart from it -

notably Ella's cryptic phrase, "Mammy Mary's mulatto mule must have maternity wear" 

and Delia's fragmented thoughts, "A priest-Maybe A psychiatrist Am I going Mad 

For madwomen only" ( Brodber Myal 84; Corpi Delia's Song 12). Three of the texts also 

use the image of the nun as Delia, Pauline and Judith to suggest a temporary removal of . 

the female character from the marketplace of male desire. Through this crossing of 

thresholds, the madness and schizophrenic manicheanism of colonialism is transformed 

into a vehicle for rites of passage into a new identity which can express this interrelation 

of the personal and historical through a complex subjectivity. With the multi

dimensional meaning of these texts, the authors challenge the socially constructed 

symbolic order imposed on them under colonialism and embrace a cultural and 'linguistic 

ambiguity that confounds that binary order. 

The prevalence of themes of loss and madness in "post-colonial" literature 

illustrates an awareness that colonialism encompasses experiences of loss - home, family 

and culture- as well as the social schizophrenia resulting from its disruption of the 

indigenous culture. However, loss and madness can be reclaimed as counter-hegemonic 

forces. The motif of madness can signify this encounter between the oppressive colonial 

order and the return of its repressed, an uncanny shifting of home into the unheimlich. 

Employed as a narrative strategy, madness represents a resistance to colonial or 

patriarchal mastery. Rational control is subverted by eruptions from the unconscious or 

supernatural realm. Loss can also be reappropriated as a positive force that destabilizes 
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reinscription of the hegemony. New narrative genealogies can be created out of the 

liminal abyss beneath the colonially and patriarchally constructed symbolic order. This 

suggests Julia Kristeva's notion of entering the abject to take the "Ego back to its source 

on the abominable limits from which, in order to be, the ego has broken away" where 

"Abjection is a resurrection that has gone through death (of the ego) ... [and] an alchemy 

that transforms death drive into a start of life, of new significance" (Kristeva 15). This 

journey of the ego back to its source also recalls Fanon's "'Zone of nonbeing, an 

extraordinarily sterile and arid region, an utterly naked declivity where an authentic 

upheaval can be born ... this descent into a real hell" (Fanon 8). 

Pauline, the mixed blood woman in Tracks who with Nanapush is one of the 

novels narrative voices, seemingly becomes mad after she gives birth to and abandons her 

baby and enters the convent. Pauline becomes obsessed with Christian salvation and 

convinced that she is "Not one speck of Indian but wholly white" (Erdrich Tracks 137). 

Fleur's voice is not heard in Tracks but she speaks eloquently through a sort of 

performance art, publicly enacting her sexuality, her strange relationship with the water 

serpent1and finally her destruction of the forest on the land that was stolen from her. The 

truth is difficult to uncover through the masks of colonial discourse and the deliberate 

effort to repress the unspeakable. In Myal, Ella exists on the threshold of a living death 

of zombification until she is healed. She manifests symptoms of hysterical pregnancy 

because she is "choked on foreign", colonial values and unable to speak except to repeat 

"Mammy Mary's mulatto mule must have maternity wear" (Brodber 84). Thus Ella finds 

herself drained of her stories by her husband who consumes and processes them into his 

play while leaving Ella "pregnant" with his waste. Yet it is this draining that eventually 

clears her head of its gauze and causes her to recognize how colonial discourse has 

"Taken their knowledge of their original and natural world away from them and left them 



empty shells -duppies, zombies, living deads capable only of receiving orders from 

someone else and carrying them out-." (Brodber 107). From this experience, Ella learns 

to decipher the implicit message of master-slave encoded in the colonial texts taught to 

schoolchildren. 
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Judith in No Country for Y oun~ Men is not crazy but has been forced to enter the 

convent and then to have electro-shock treatments in order to repress her memory of the 

events of Sparky's murder. Her inability to connect the fragments of memory n:takes her 

question her sanity. However, other voices in the novel remind the reader that madness is 

often relative. "Great wits are sure to madness near allied" (O'Faolain 42). "Madness can 

sometimes be the only sanity" (O'Faolain 313). Judith is trapped in the bogs of her mind 

as much as in the convent. Key parts of her memories have been violently eradicated by 

her electro-shock treatments and can randomly and surprisingly resurface. When she 

finally tries to communicate, her stories are strangely coded and incomprehensible to the 

listeners. 

This region was as active as a compost heap and here the millennial process of 
matter recycling itself was as disturbing as decay in a carcass ... The bog was 
pagan and the nuns saw in it an image of fallen nature. It signified mortality, they 
said, and the sadness of the flesh, for it had once been the hunting ground of pre
Christian warriors ... Sometimes in later life, Judith would say 'my memory is a 
bog,' referring as much to its power of suction as to its unfathomable layers 
(O'Faolain 12). 

The breakdown of the maternal relationship in colonialism relates to the. potential 

of parents passing on colonial values or the personal pain caused by colonialism. If 

colonialism is a form of child abuse, as Sinead O'Connor believes, and if psychological 

pain can be passed along from one generation to another, this would explain the 

difficulties of mothering in all four novels. The women characters in all four novels are 

separated from their mothers either through death or through estrangement and in the case 
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of Fleur and Grainne are separated or alienated from their children. This relates to the 

split between the maternal, corporeal relationship and the paternal symbolic order. Since 

the body, especially the maternal body, represents the social body in miniature, the issues 

of social order and purity are enacted upon women's bodies. "Maternal authority is the 

trustee of that mapping of the selfs clean and proper body; it is distinguished from 

paternal laws" (Kristeva 72). Grainne's mother is dead of cancer and she feels that the 

women in her family who died of cancer developed it as a result of their repressed rage. 

Ella's mother decides to entrust her to the care of Maydene, partly because Ella as a 

racially mixed person needs to experience another world beyond the Grove Town world 

of her mother. Fleur sends her daughter Lulu to the boarding school perhaps because 

after her infant dies she feels unable to protect her remaining child from the dangers of 

being Anishinabe in an increasingly white world and perhaps also in order not to pass on 

her pain to Lulu. Delia feels that her mother, who fails to appreciate her daughter 

because of a cultural prejudice that prefers sons to daughters, can't help her deal with the 

pain of her brothers' deaths because she has not dealt with it herself. 

Things change under colonialism but nothing is really lost and fragments can be 

re-membered by survivors. Eternal change is the order of fluid social and cultural forces 

as well as natural ones. All four novels suggest more fluid boundaries than the 

manichean system imposed by colonialism. As noted the boundary between the living 

and the dead is not impermeable in these novels. Another shared characteristic is that the 

boundary between human and animal or nature is not as rigid as in the colonizing system, 

which of course regards nature as virtually inanimate and thus subject to exploitation. 

Myal opens with Ella being restored to communion with nature by being allowed to rest 

in Mass Cyrus' grove for several days. While there her illness is absorbed by the 

environment. "It was the noise that agitated those trees and shrubs that Mass Cyrus kept 



closest to his person--the bastard cedar, the physic nut and shy shame-mi-Iady, mimosa 

pudic a to you. On their shoulders he always placed the sin-generated afflictions of the 

human world. They felt it" (Brodber 2). 
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In Tracks, Fleur is often represented as being very close to the animal world. She 

is believed to have the ability to transform into a bear and her power is associated with 

her protection by Missepeshu the water serpent. Themes of metamorphosis are prevalent 

in Anishinabe folklore. This is based on the "Notion that visible forms are deceptive and 

that human and animal forms are interchangeable. A spirit may appear in either human or 

animal form, as in the guardian spirit vision and in stories about men with animal wives. 

Animals were believed to live in wigwams in villages under the earth or beneath a lake" 

(Barnouw 247). The racially mixed Morrissey family in the novel has an Irish name that 

signifies taboo or spell of the sea. In Celtic tradition, there is a fluid relationship between 

animal and human worlds. Celtic heroes such as Gwion who is trying to escape 

Ceridwen can transform themselves into other species. "Gwion transforms himself 

successively into a hare, a fish, a bird, and a grain of wheat; she gives chase in 

appropriate forms--a greyhound, an otter-bitch, a hawk, and a hen" (Rees 229-30). Some 

heroes are closely associated with animal totems and it is taboo to eat their totems. In the 

myth associated with the Grainne character in No Country for Y ounC Men, her lover 

Diarmuid is prohibited from hunting swine for this reason. When Grainne's husband goes 

in pursuit of them, he is able to kill Diarmuid by forcing him to violate this taboo. 

Recovery of pre-colonial myths is frequently a strategic expression of colonial 

resistance in response to colonialism's breakdown of traditional symbolic systems. In 

these novels, the fairy world seems to exist in close proximity to the everyday reality in 

No Country for Y ounC Men and supernatural beings like the water serpent or Fleur's 
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mythical transformation into a bear are presented as believable phenomena in Tracks. 

Yet there is some danger is accepting these mythic realities literally since Pauline kills 

Napoleon because she thinks he is the water serpent and James' fascination with the "fairy 

world" ultimately costs him his life. In his essay on the dangers and advantages of 

mythologizing Irish nationalismJMyth and MotherlancLRichard Kearney points out the 

recurring motif of the motherland pieta-like receiving her martyred patriots or being 

"Restored to her pristine virginity of language" (Kearney 21). This motif relates to the 

"idealized myth of Irish womanhood" founded on Irish Catholicism's cult of the Virgin 

Mother (Kearney 20). In other words, patriotism and nationalism acquired an ascetic 

character and became inseparable from Catholic morality perhaps as a reaction to the 

degradation of Irish womanhood in the writings of Spenser and others. Thus Kearney 

advises that while myth can enable the colonial resistance to imagine a pre- or post

colonial utopia which serves to inspire and mobilize, the application of this mythos must 

always be tempered with the critique of "logos". 

How might colonial women participate in this reclaiming of stories? Abena Busia 

reminds us that Caliban's mother, Sycorax, is silent in the Tempest as well as in 

JanMohamed's critique of colonialism. "For both colonized men and women, the texts 

are read collectively as an articulation of mastery, yet for the women, the articulation of 

that mastery is multiply problematic, resting as it does upon the silenced body of the 

native female. Though all of lanMohamed's assertions are true, we cannot pass over the 

missing factor of gender which must be articulated, for a failure to do so leaves 

concealed, and thus in place, one of the central tropes of colonialist literature" (Busia 

93-4). Busia asserts that the colonial woman is a "speaking historical subject", not 

"voiceless" and "storyless" as posited by colonial discourse. Refuting Gayatri Spivak's 

assertion that the subaltern can't speak, she declares that "In unmasking the 



dispossessions of the silences of fiction and the fictions of silence, we (re )construct self

understanding. Furthermore, for women, 'narrative' is not always and only, or even 

necessarily, a speech act" (Busia 104). 
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In "At Home, No Womens Are Storytellers", Barbara Babcock notes that, while 

Pueblo women do not have access to sacred discourse, they do have access to making 

storyteller potteries, which can become a form of meta-narrative. "Origin myths and 

legends as well as songs and drums and Kachinas and Kivas and all the other aspects of 

sacred discourses, including the ceremonial Keresan in which it is spoken, are controlled 

by men" (Babcock 373). The female principle of fertility is appropriated by Pueblo 

religion which envisions, Spider Woman as "the mother of all" and in which the cacique 

or religious leader of the pueblo is "Symbolically viewed as a woman and referred to in 

female terms" (Babcock 373). However, while the women don't participate in sacred 

discourse, they do speak through pottery making as cultural reproduction. "At home, no 

women are potters and with the transformative power of their hands, they have contrived 

to tell stories about storytelling, to subvert masculine discursive control, and to 

profoundly disturb the distribution of power" (Babcock 381). 

Similarly Clodagh Brennon Harvey in her study of Irish women storytellers has 

found that while episodic tales were traditionally told only by men, occasionally women 

such as Peig Sayers did tell them. Harvey notes that women's role in storytelling was 

rarely investigated until women folklorists began collecting. Because of sexual 

segregation, there were women's storytelling gatherings as described in the following, 

"The old women used to come into me grandmother ... on a Sunday evening. And they'd 

start telling those stories" (Harvey 115). 
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The four women authors of these novels have demonstrated that members of the 

"subaltern" culture do speak contrary to Spivak's assertion in "Can the Subaltern Speak?" 

that those who speak are actually the post-colonial intellectual elite analyzing b~havior of 

the "subalterns" in their culture. However, this speaking is not always through a familiar 

Euro-centric symbolic system and may in fact be through their body's acts. This speaking 

is often met with considerable repression, sometimes self-imposed and may encounter 

obstacles such as traditions that represent women as dangerous or abject. In the four 

novels under consideration, the recovery of voice is often accomplished through recovery 

of sexual autonomy because sexuality is often repressed in combination with the 

repression of women's voices. The novels also incorporate allusions to traditional myths 

about dangerous women such as La Malinche in which they reverse this representation 

into a positive expression of transgression. 

Colonialism's disruption of a pre-colonial order results in a fragmented, polluted 

mestizo context in which it is difficult to recover the untold, unspeakably painful stories 

of slavery, rape and conquest and also to retrieve the pre-colonial and maybe e~en pre

patriarchal residual culture. The prehistoric significance of the Irish hag of sovereignty, 

this old-young Cailleach who rules over the threshold time of Samhain when the year is 

renewed has been .lost. She was certainly a once powerful and awesome representative of 

divine power who has been reduced to an ugly hag and finally erased altogether by 

Catholicism until she appears as the abandoned nun Judith in No Country for Young 

Men. In the legendary story of Grainne, she was a woman who could put a geas 

(magical injunction) on a man and force him to run away with her. Grainne as the central 

character in No Country for Young Men. is also the young aspect of the Cailleach who 

seems caught in a cross-generational repetition compulsion of the legendary love story 



while her aged great-aunt Judith appears to Grainne's lover as the Cailleach hag whose 

secret wisdom he needs to uncover. 
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Who does La Uorona really signify? In traditional folklore, she is a woman who 

killed her children because of her husband's betrayal and now wanders endlessly looking 

for those she has lost, perhaps La Malinche or a new world counterpart to the Irish 

banshee. Delia in Delia's Song is a woman who couldn't stop grieving the loss of her 

brothers until she negotiates the threshold of the Day of the Dead party dressed as the 

mystical nun Teresa of A vila and makes love to a man dressed as James Joyce. Both 

Joyce and Teresa described female ecstatic experiences blending the sexual with the 

spiritual. Delh has withdrawn from her pain into a numbness that is a living death. She 

finally writes her way out of her identity confusion and unexpressed grief by telling the 

story of her family tragedies interwoven with the story of the Chicano student movement 

at Berkeley. 

These four novels draw the reader into realms resembling the confusion and 

epistemological uncertainty of people in-between two cultures, suggest that texts can 

function as a rite of passage and, through reading and discussion, can effect a change in 

the reader's consciousness. By disrupting our conventional constructions of meaning, 

these texts create a liminal space, or an "elsewhere", in which there is no rigid boundary 

between eros and thanatos or heimlich and unheimlich; in which madness and mysticism 

can constitute alternative epistemologies; and in which the colonizer exists in the breast 

of the colonized as well as vice versa. This process resembles Stephen Tyler's description 

of post-modern ethnography that deconstructs everyday reality and draws partiCipants 

into a transformational, liminal zone. 
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It defamiliarizes commonsense reality in a bracketed context of performance, 
evokes a fantasy whole abducted from fragments, and then returns participants to 
the world of common sense--transformed, renewed, and sacralized (Tyler 126). 

Tyler's idea of ethnography is the opposite of that practiced by traditional 

anthropologists and criticized by Trinh T. Minh-ha in her Woman. Native. Other "The 

anthropologist-nativist who seeks to perforate meaning by forcing his entry into the 

Other's personal reality undertakes the desperate task of filling in all the fissures that 

would reveal the emptiness of knowledge" (Trinh 68). This anthropologist resembles the 

analyst who tries to weave a cohesive narrative out of his patients'fragments. "Since 

hysterics suffered from gaps in their memories, holes in their stories--the sign of 

repression--Freud's aim was to fill those gaps" (Kahane 21). Due to the nature 'of 

repression in hysteria compounded by the fact that Dora broke off her treatment before 

completion, it was inevitable that her past could never be reconstructed yet Freud was 

"Obsessively disconcerted by the fragmentary form of his narrative, which linked him to 

Dora" (Kahane 26). Ella, Judith and Delia all express themselves through this type of 

fragmentary narrative which is traditionally associated with hysteria. Given the historical 

context of these women's lives, it seems that hysteria as well as the silence of Fleur is a 

symptom of colonial repression and oppression The "Great Master" anthropologist fears 

these gaps or silences because they threaten the observer with being absorbed by the 

object of observation just as the ego risks being reabsorbed by the maternal body. Thus 

as Trinh T. Minh-ha observes, the anthropologist's discourse is a method establishing his 

power over the natives, similar to the power of the colonizer's "most confident 

characteristic discourses" and to an analyst's power of diagnosing and interpreting his 

patient. "Interpretive anthropology does not offer any important change of venue as long 

as negative knowledge about the constituted authority of linguistic utterance is not made 

available in the very process of meaning and interpreting" (Trinh 72). 
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In all of these novels, the traditional culture, sexuality, the pain of colonization or 

family stories have been repressed and the repressed eventually returns often in a 

destructive manner like the murders in No Country for Young Men or the hurricane 

generated by Ella's healing in Myal. For Delia the repressed comes through her dreams 

and eventually is expressed in her writing. In Tracks, the repressed returns through the 

self-destructive behavior of Pauline, through Fleur's metamorphosis into a bear and also 

through the lives of the characters and their descendants as they reappear in Erdrich's 

Love Medicine and Bingo Palace. As Victor Turner realized, this breakdown of 

boundaries that permits the repressed to return is essential to social change and renewal. 

By acknowledging that paradox and liminality play with that boundary where meaning 

attempts its defense against abjection, we can experience the evocative potential of these 

novels as they directly or indirectly contest the symbolic order and allude to alternative 

symbolic orders within their particular cultural contexts. 

By using processes of descent into the zone of the repressed as rites of passage, 

the women characters in these novels of Brodber, Corpi, O'Faolain and Erdrich rebirth 

themselves, forging personal and historical identities as women rather than reproducing 

patriarchal ideologies of motherhood. The narrative process of reconstructing a "post

colonial" identity is unheimlich because once the fragments resulting from colonialism 

are reassembled, there will always be gaps of unrecoverable history. The search for home 

or community in these novels is primarily an unheimlich process also. Community is 

something assembled arbitrarily through the network of resistance in Myal, or the 

surrogate parenting of Nanapush in Tracks, or Delia's relationships with her friend and 

aunt that replace the broken bond with her mother. The space of hybridity or 

borderlands that results from the cultural contact of colonialism will have fissures like the 



herida abierta or open wound in the Anzaldua quote given earlier. These authors 

transform fragmentation, loss/death and madness from negative effects of colonialism to 

opportunities for constructing fluid alternatives. When the symbolic order breaks down, 
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new narrative genealogies can be created rather than a discourse of mastery. This is also 

related to Kristeva's suggestion that literature is constructed on the edge of abjection. 

All literature is probably a version of the apocalypse that seems to me rooted, no 
matter what its socio-historical conditions might be, on the fragile border 
(borderline cases) where identities (subject/object, etc.) do not exist or only barely 
so --double, fuzzy, heterogeneous, animal, metamorphosed, altered, abject 
(Kristeva 207). . 

For the female characters in these novels recovering the voice is facilitated or 

inhibited in relation to their ability to exercise sexual autonomy as well as to control their 

stories. Grainne blames the Irish woman's condition on the sexual repression that 

resulted from monastic traditions which represented woman as "a bag of shit" while 

Judith, remembering the civil war generation, blames a preoccupation with anti-colonial 

politics. "He was too gone on himself and too mad about Ireland to have time for love. 

They were all like that then .. .Idealistic. Cold. Stiff with righteousness" (O'Faolain 123). 

No wonder that Grainne like her namesake desires a fantasy love with an "anonymous, 

faceless" stranger (O'Faolain 175). While Grainne seems to miss much of the political 
.~ .., 

content of Judith's civil war stories, she does seize the moment with James as neither 

Judith nor Kathleen could do with Sparky, years earlier. While Fleur's lover in the flesh 

is Eli, she is suspected of having a supernatural lover, the water serpent Missh~peshu 

who helps her transform the unborn Lulu into the daughter of Nanapush and Eli rather 

than of the white men who raped her. Ella O'Grady's "lover" is both Selwyn Langley 

who drains her stories and "Ole African" a quasi-supernatural figure who haunts the 

novel. 
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Delia too is caught in a Catholic colonialism that defines women as long

suffering, a combination of the Virgin of Guadalupe and La Uorona, and surrounded by 

men who are too busy with political resistance to find time for love. "I wish there were 

some good Chicano love stories Love poems No We are still afraid of writing about love 

I wonder why All that love stuff is corny Carnalismo La raza La causa But not love" 

(Corpi, Delia's Song 129). Delia like Grainne has a fantasy lover, a man named Roger, a 

stranger masquerading as James Joyce at the party with whom she experienced a moment 

of passion as St. Teresa/Molly Bloom and continues to reenact that moment in her 

imagination. Delia has inherited stories of family and cultural roots from Aunt Marta. 

She in turn must tell her story of death and rebirth from the process of the Berkeley 

Chicano student movement to her night of passion with James Joyce. Delia succeeds in 

writing her story of painful memories with the help of literary ancestors at the Day of the 

Dead party that include European and American authors as well as Latin American and 

Chicano writers whose writing was subversive of the hegemony. 

Nanapush is still attracted to the world of the dead where so many loved ones 

reside but chooses to stay alive and become tribal chairman so he can learn to manipulate 

the system that oppresses his people. Nanapush must tell Fleur's story to Lulu, the 

daughter she abandoned, in order to provide Lulu with at least a discursive genealogy. 

During Nanapush's narrative, he tells a story about how the child froze her feet during the 

Skeleton Winter. This tale perhaps most movingly summarizes the regenerative power of 

storytelling that is a pervasive motif in all the novels. Nanapush explains that he often 

wondered what it was like to be a woman and be able to "Invent a human from the extra 

materials of her own body" (Erdrich , Tracks 167). However he had succeeded only in 

giving birth backwards, like a trickster, through the deaths of his children. When he is 



holding and warming Lulu's feet all through the night, he begins telling Lulu stories to 

soothe her and finally she is kept alive through his storytelling. 
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I talked on and on until you lost yourself inside the flow of it, until you entered 
the swell and ebb and did not sink but were sustained. I talked beyond sense -by 
morning the sounds I made were stupid mumbles without meaning or connection. 
But you were lulled by the roll of my voice (Erdrich 167). 

Ella evolves from a state of voiceless zombification to a woman capable of 

participating in collective resistance to colonialism by recovering knowledge of the "Half 

that hasn't been told". The temporary insanity induced by her relationship with Selwyn 

results in a clarity that eventually enables her to remember the repressed Grove Town 

people and participate in the group resisting colonialism. In No Country for Young Men, 

Judith is partially able to recover the repressed story of Sparky's death and Grainne is 

able to recover the eroticism repressed by Irish Catholicism. Grainne gradually realizes 

the impact of a painful history on Irish self-esteem and is last seen as a banshee figure, 

mourning the personal and cultural losses of Ireland. At the end of Tracks, Fleur 

disappears, using invisibility as a resistance strategy only after she has first enacted the 

disappearance of the forest coveted by the lumber companies. She is a trickster hidden on 

the margins of the novel, half-bear and half-woman, whose story is being passed on 

through Pauline's and Nanapush's oral traditions. Delia begins her recovery froJIl susto at 

the Day of the Dead party when her masquerade as St. Teresa permits her to shed the 

socially imposed gender and racial masks. By expressing her spontaneous sexual desire, 

Delia is finally able to express her voice through storytelling genealogies that include 

both oral and print traditions. 

The communities or families constructed by these women characters are often not 

based on relations of biological reproduction. Foster parenting was common among the 
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Native Americans and in Caribbean communal yards. Nanapush and Margaret in Tracks 

become surrogate parents of Lulu as Maydene and Reverend Brassington do for Ella. In 

Delia's Song. Delia is closer to her childless Aunt Marta than to her mother and her 

motherless boyfriend Jeff is fostered by the unmarried Camille. The two women 

anticipate Delia and Jeffs marriage so they can have "grandchildren". The often 

unconventional kinship systems in these novels signifies that cultural reproduction and 

narrative genealogies, or who transmits stories to whom and hOWl is a significant 

component of familial and cultural continuity and resistance to colonialism in the four 

texts. Stories are stolen or distorted by the colonizer, as exemplified by Selwyn, and 

without access to the "Half that's never been told", without recovering the erased or 

repressed stories of survival, the decolonized subject cannot be birthed. Ella's education 

eventually allows her to deconstruct the colonial discourse but only after enduring the 

hysterical pregnancy that results from Selwyn's spirit thievery. 

Not only do these novels describe kinship structures that resist the patriarchal 

nuclear family model but they also enact women's forms of cultural reproduction. These 

four authors -Erdrich, Brodber, O'Faolain and Corpi- recover personal and cultural 

histories and weave a web of narrative kinship through storytelling, both their own and 

that of their female characters. While the characters in each novel are situated in a unique 

socio-cultural context, defined by different colonial influences, different pre-colonial 

traditions and different expressions of sexual repression, they all express the conflicts 

and ambiguities of existing in a borderland where colonial and pre-colonial cultures 

mingle and the notion of home is unstable. Often the characters construct stories that 

challenge the master discourse of colonialism or create female narrative genealogies. 

Theresa de Lauretis recommends that women develop a genealogy of feminist 

epistemology through which they can validate one another within a frame of reference 
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that is not patriarchal or "male-designed". "The conceptual and discursive space of a 

female genealogy can effectively mediate a woman's relation to the symbolic, allowing 

her self-definition as female being, or female-gendered speaking subject. .. This notion of 

genealogy is not limited to literary figures but reaches into relationships betwee,n women 

in everyday life" (De Lauretis 15). This woman-centered identity must be founded on 

the woman's specific historical and cultural location as well as on her intellectual relation 

to a network of women's stories. 

Tell me and let me tell my hearers what I have heard from you who heard it from 
your mother and your grandmother, so that what is said may be guarded and 
unfailingly transmitted to the women of tomorrow, who will be our children and 
the children of our children (Trinh 122). 

When these women authors reclaim their process of rebirth through their stories, 

they are also creating the possibility for a reclamation of women's role in cultur~l 

reproduction through the transmittal of stories that empower women by allowing them to 

inhabit their bodies and their history, however painful. Trinh T. Minh-ha emphasizes 

that women were once the memories of the people and storytelling was an act of 

transmitting communal histories by passing them on from grandmother to grandchild. 

Women can reconstruct a form of narrative kinship by recovering their role in the cultural 

reproduction of stories which express the intersection of the personal and the political 

through the lens of female subjectivity. While the novels' characters exist in a culturally 

liminal space mingling pre-colonial and post-colonial elements as well as blurring 

boundaries between life and death, madness and sanity, each of the novels contains a 

space or time that acts as a creative liminal zone from which the repressed returns as well 

as fertile ground from which their alternative stories emerge. In Tracks, the area around 

Matchimanito Lake represents this zone. "The water there was surrounded by the highest 

oaks, by woods inhabited by ghosts and roamed by Pillagers" and the lake itself is 
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inhabited by the water monster "Misshepeshu", alleged to be Fleur's lover and possibly 

Lulu's father. The bog constitutes this liminal zone in No Country for Young Men. It is 

associated with historical memory, the fairy mounds of prehistoric Ireland, the mental 

confusion of Judith and the erotic adventure of Grainne. In Myal, the year 1919 is a 

liminal time when a strike wave in Jamaica led to the legalization of unions and when 

events around the world such as the declaration of Irish independence and strikes 

throughout the United States heralded a potential for change that is signified by Ella's 

ability to generate a destructive storm. The Day of the Dead party in Delia's Song is a 

liminal event occurring at a threshold time during which Delia has an erotic encounter in 

a milieu with dead literary and historical figures who created the history that made Delia's 

life as a college educated Chicana possible just as her life created possibilities for 

subsequent generations. 



CHAPTER 2: TRACKS 

At one time your touches were clothing enough. 
Within these trees now I am different. 
Now I wear the woods. 

I lower a headdress of bent sticks and secure it. 
I strap to myself a breastplate of clawed, roped bark. 
I fit the broad leaves of sugar maples 
to my hands, like mittens of blood. 

Now when I say come 
and you enter the woods, 
hunting some creature like the woman I was, 
I surround you. 
(Erdrich, Jackli~ht 23) 

In Louise Erdrich's Tracks. as in all four of these novels, the characters cannot 
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escape the historical context that they inhabit. A central event in this novel is the rape of 

Fleur, which parallels the rape of Anishinabe land and culture. The novel's personal 

events are set against the larger political situation of pressure brought by the Turcot 

lumber company on the community to sell land to them, a pressure that causes conflict 

between those who want to sell and those who resist. Foreclosure on allotments of those 

who can't pay their annual fees has increased the pressure on community members to sell 

their land. 

We examined the lines and circles of the homesteads paid up--Morrissey, 
Pukwan, Hat, Lazarres everywhere. They were colored green. The lands that 
were gone out of the tribe--to deaths with no heirs, to sales, to the lumber 
company--were painted a pale and rotten pink. Those in question, a sharper 
yellow (Erdrich, Tracks 173). . 

Fleur's rape is symbolically re-enacted at the novel's end with the rape of the 

woods on her land. Through her trickster dance of illusion, Fleur redefines both "rapes", 
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as will be discussed, but she is nevertheless unable to prevent the violation of her body 

and her land by white men. Pauline, one of the novel's two narrators, is present during 

Fleur's rape but fails to intervene. Later Pauline locks the men who raped Fleur in the 

freezer, killing two of them. Fleur and Pauline are alike in the sense that each tries 

separately and individually to save their Anishinabe people although Pauline thinks they 

will be saved by accepting Christianity and white culture while Fleur tries to preserve the 

land and traditional culture. At the beginning of Louise Erdrich's novel, Tracks, Fleur, 

Pauline and Nanapush, the three main characters, are the sole survivors of their families 

that have died during smallpox and tuberculosis epidemics. During the course of the 

novel, each of these characters experiences additional losses, either of people, of love or 

of their land and culture. Yet by the novels end, it is clear that these three are not the last 

remaining members of their family lines because they have produced descendants, with 

Fleur and Pauline giving birth to daughters and Nanapush being a surrogate father to 

Fleur's daughter. 

Thus although the novel opens with Nanapush's "vanishing Indian" discourse 

about the "last buffalo hunt", "last bear shot" etc., this rhetoric can be viewed as an 

example of Erdrich's use of "survival humor", an ironic humor that pervades the novel 

(Cotelli 46). The use of this "vanishing Indian" discourse by the self-acknowle~ged 

trickster, Nanapush, sets the background for Tracks and tempers with irony its treatment 

of the serious issues of individual and cultural survival. The novel's central characters 

inhabit a world that is in-between white and Anishinabe 3 cultures. The three main 

3 Nanapush uses the term "Anishinabe" for his people and that is what I will use except when quoting from 
sources that use Chippewa. According to Vizenor, "In the language of the tribal past, the families of the 
woodland spoke of themselves as the Anishinaabeg (plural of Anishinaabe) until the colonists named them 
the Ojibway and Chippewa .... Tribal people used the word Anishinaabeg to refer to the people of the 
woodland who spoke the same language. The collective name was not an abstract concept of personal 
identities or national ideologies. Tribal families were the basic political and economic units in the 
woodland and the first source of personal identities" (Vizenor 1984: 13). 



characters also inhabit the threshold region between life and death, which is perhaps 

indicative of their position as survivors who have lost all the people they love and are 

experiencing a cultural crisis. 
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During a winter of death from disease that destroys the Anishinabe community, 

Nanapush rescues Fleur from the fever and starvation that has killed their families. He 

fears that their dead relatives may return if they allow their thoughts to dwell on the dead 

and, in fact, Nanapush and Fleur do become "half-Windigo" for awhile because' they 

become filled with the memories of the dead. Toward the novel's end, Nanapush once 

again feels overwhelmed by memories of his painful losses. This world of the dead is not 

a fearful place for Nanapush but rather a pleasant one that promises a reunion with loved 

ones. Yet Nanapush again resists the attraction of joining his family because he chooses 

to remain with the living, especially Fleur and her daughter Lulu, whom he has named 

Lulu Nanapush for the child he lost. 

I saw my wives. Omiimii, the Dove, her little cries and her small unlucky face. 
Zezikaaikwe, the Unexpected. I touched the hands of White Beads, Wapepenasik, 
whom I'd loved painfully. I held our small daughter, Moskatikinaugun, 'Red 
Cradle, whom I'd called Lulu .. .I felt the snow of that winter and then the warmth 
of my first woman, Sanawashonekek, the Lying Down Grass. I smelled the 
crushed fragrance of her hair and full skirt. She took my arm, showed me how 
simple it was to follow, how comforting to take the step (Erdrich, Tracks 220). 

Fleur also has a very close connection with death. Like Nanapush, she became 

windigo with the memories of her family decimated by the epidemics that she s·urvived. 

"All insanities were termed windigo, after the mythology'S giant cannibalistic skeleton of 

ice ... Psychically, the windigo disorder involved projection of the sufferer's fears and 

vindictiveness, besides the experiences or anxious anticipations of starvation" (Landes 

13). In contemporary terms, windigo might be called post-traumatic stress disorder, a 



severe experience of anxiety that overwhelms those who survive widespread death in 

their community whether from starvation, disease or war. When her newborn and Lulu 
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are threatened with death, Fleur crosses that threshold to rescue them but manages to save 

only Lulu, as described by Pauline. 

I had been everywhere on the reservation., but never before on this road, which 
was strange because it was so wide and so furiously trodden that the snow was 
beaten to a rigid ice ... We skated on our bark shoes, floated the iced pathway 
along with other Indians. How odd that there were so many, and still hungry, too 
(Erdrich 159). 

Pauline, who follows Fleur across this threshold, realizes that she has entered the 

world of the dead when she recognizes her mother and father along the path. She 

watches while Fleur plays cards to gamble for the soul of her infant. While there, Fleur 

learns that Lulu's life is also endangered and she manages to retrieve only Lulu's soul. 

Her failure to save the unnamed infant breaks Fleur's heart and her spirit. "Fleur heard 

her vanished child in every breath of wind, every tick of dried leaves, every scratch of 

blowing snow" (Erdrich 170). Once again she has survived while others die but this 

survival of her child's death seems unbearable to Fleur. After this loss, Fleur finds that 

she is unable to produce food for her family and her ability to empower Eli's hunting and 

fishing has vanished. 

Like the other "survivors", Pauline is also attracted to this world of the dead but 

unlike them she often seems more in love with death than with life. In fact if attachment 

to one's children is a sign of attachment to life, it is significant that Pauline totally rejects 

her child because she decides the baby was conceived in sin, both the sin of sexuality and 

the sin of being Indian. Pauline defines herself as a scavenger who has an aptitude for 

midwiving people into death rather than into life. Once she discovers her ability to cut 

the thread that attaches the dying to life, Pauline feels a great relief from the torment of 
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guilt she has suffered since Fleur's rape and her role in, murdering the rapists. "I handled 

the dead until the cold feel of their skin was a comfort, until I no longer bothered to bathe 

once I left the cabin but touched others with the same hands, passed death on" (Erdrich 

69). At last she is able to sleep without nightmares reenacting those events. It seems to 

Pauline that death is a "form of grace". 

Although most studies on the psychology of genocide survivors are those of Jews 

who survived the Nazi holocaust, there are many parallels between the psychological 

response of Jewish holocaust survivors and the response of Erdrich's characters. The 

Nazi holocaust was a major psychological trauma for the survivors because they lost not 

only families and communities but an entire people and culture. "The quantity or the 

quality of losses may be beyond one's capacity to integrate, e.g., when in the case of the 

holocaust one's entire people and civilization perished. But even if we were to discount 

these difficulties, which could fill volumes, we still come back to the simplest, most basic 

fact that there are limitations to the kind of losses an individual may be able to deal with 

through mourning" (Krystal 104). 

Krystal enumerates the psychological consequences for the survivors. There is 

often considerable gUilt over being a survivor when so many others have died, especially 

in the case of those who lost a child or spouse. "Their 'survivor' gUilt becomes severe, 

and some of these individuals assume a depressive or penitent lifestyle" (95). There is 

often a reluctance to remember and reconcile with the past because it would necessitate 

re-experiencing the feelings of helplessness and shame associated with having to submit 

to a fate imposed on one by others. This is reminiscent of the shame that could be 

associated with being a rape victim like Fleur and yet it is Pauline, as witness, who seems 

to feel this shame most profoundly. Other responses noted by Krystal include 
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"continuing the victim identity", feeling rage and "righteous indignation" and creating a 

"mythology of heroic resistance" (104-5). All of these characteristics can be recognized 

to some degree in Erdrich's characters. Pauline often seems trapped in the victim role and 

adopts a penitent lifestyle while Fleur is almost equally trapped in her myth of heroic 

resistance and is devastated by the death of her infant when she feels unable to perform 

this role. 

There is also a loss of aliveness because survivors may choose to become numb 

rather than feel unbearable pain. Indeed only those who are able to stop repressing the 

painful memories and negotiate a mourning process are eventually able to truly love and 

feel alive again. This could explain Pauline's preference for death over life, her fear of 

feeling her body despite the sexual desire that still burns in her and especially her 

attraction to religious asceticism and virtual masochism, when she imposes a variety of 

inflictions on herself such as wearing potato sacks, not washing, and denying bodily 

needs to eat and even to urinate. In fact, her adoption of a masochistic version Of 

Catholicism coincides with another characteristic of survivors, which is to embrace rigid 

religious beliefs, in her case a manichean view of the battle between good and evil as 

represented by the conflict between the two symbolic systems, Anishinabe and Christian. 

Desperate attempts are made by many survivors to restore and maintain their faith 
in God. However, the problems of aggression, and the actual destruction of basic 
trust which resulted from the events of the Holocaust makes true faith and trust in 
the benevolence of an omnipotent God impossible. So, the yearning for the 
comfort of religion only results in a piling up of rituals (Krystal 108). 

As has happened with Holocaust survivors, the survivors in Tracks are coping 

with the loss of an entire way of life. In the case of the latter, it is due to the incursion of 

whites and the values of the dominant American system, which is based on private 

ownership of land and the power of money rather than the power of the Manitous, "Spirit 
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prototypes of plants, birds, beasts. elemental forces. and life circumstances such as 

Poverty and Motherhood" (Landes 22). In Anishinabe stories collected during 1893-95, 

it was recorded that water serpents had deserted a lake that they once inhabited. "The 

Indians think that the reason that the serpents have gone away is that they do not like the 

whites. whom the serpents believe to be as strong as themselves" (Bourgeois 47). 

Nanapush repeatedly makes references to the importance of belief. especially consensual 

belief, in the construction of reality. He knows that the community's fear of Fleur is 

related to their beliefs about her. "That's how the tales started, all the gossip. the 

wondering, all the things people said without knowing and then believed, since they 

heard it with their own ears, from their own lips" (Erdrich 9). He mentions the power of 

belief again when he describes Fleur's loss of belief in herself because she was unable to 

save her baby or to save her land. Nanapush regards Fleur's problem as perhaps a failure 

of humility. a tendency to confuse the power that works through her and is beyond her 

control with a power that she owns and could control "I never made the mistake of 

thinking that I owned my own strength. that was my secret. And so I never was alone in 

my failures" (Erdrich 177). 

She had failed too many times, both to rescue us and save her youngest child, who 
now slept in the branches of bitter oaks. Her dreams lied, her vision was 
obscured, her helper [Misshepeshu] slept deep in the lake, and all her Argus 
money was long spent. .. She was hesitant in speaking, false in her gestures, 
anxious to cover her fear (Erdrich 177). 

Fleur and her entire community has experienced a crisis of belief as evidenced by 

Pauline's extreme response of abandoning her culture for Christianity and imagining 

herself to be entirely white because she thinks that the white man is more powerful. 

Often such crises result in the development of a new religious cult, such as Myalism in 

the Caribbean, the Ghost Dance of the Plains peoples and the Midewewin, among the 

Anishinabe. This crisis of belief is related to the breakdown of Anishinabe community of 
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which shared belief is only one aspect of cohesion. During a famine when Fleur realizes 

that she is unable to use her power to assist Eli's hunting and fishing skills, Margaret 

finally goes to town to obtain government relief rations, saying "This never would have 

happened at the Kashpaw place" ... "People stick together there" (Erdrich 172). There is 

truth about traditional pre-white times in Margaret's statement. "Prior to the white man's 

arrival, the Chippewas had no such practice as individual ownership of land. Fishing and 

hunting grounds, maple groves, and rice fields were common property" (Danziger 11). 

When the Anishinabe people lived traditionally as a semi-nomadic woodland people, they 

accepted famines as a continual threat because their life-style involved an "Unending 

struggle to satisfy elementary wants ... which constantly drove the household from 

hunting ground to maple grove, from berry patch to rice bed" (Danziger 11). Yet during 

these times of hardship, famine was often avoided because of the "cooperative spirit of 

the people" which ensured that those who had surpluses would share with the "needy" 

(Danziger 11). Clifford Geertz in "Ethos, World View and the Analysis of Sacred 

Symbols" gives a description of the holistic nature of religion and culture that explains 

why the collapse of a belief system would be personally and collectively devastating. 

The force of a religion in supporting social values rests, then, on the ability of its 
symbols to formulate a world in which those values, as well as the forces 
opposing their realization, are fundamental ingredients. It represents the power of 
the human imagination to construct an image of reality in which, to quote Max 
Weber, 'events are not just there and happen, but they have a meaning and happen 
because of that meaning' The need for such a metaphysical grounding for values 
seems to vary quite widely in intensity from culture to culture and from individual 
to individual, but the tendency to desire some sort of factual basis for one's 
commitments seems practically universal (Geertz 131). 

The context for Margaret's statement is the novel's description of white . 

encroachment, population and land loss and community breakdown, thus implicitly 

contrasting the fragile Anishinabe ethos that ensured survival with the post-conquest 

collapse of this ethos resulting in increasing risk to survival. People who have lost the 
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sense of security that comes from shared prosperity and shared beliefs are then more 

vulnerable to the apparent power of money based white civilization. During the late 19th 

century, the BIA pressured the Anishinabe to convert from their nomadic woodland 

lifestyle to a sedentary agricultural lifestyle. Of course, this pressure would also cause 

individual and collective identity crises since their religious belief system was integrated 

with their economic and social system. "Allotment was only a first step. The Chippewas 

were then strongly encouraged to farm their small tracts and become self-supporting as 

soon as possible .. .it seemed that the time had come when the red man must farm or 

starve" (Danziger 98). 

Danziger observes that harvesting the lumber on the reservation served multiple 

purposes. Not only did this lumber serve to meet the increased demand for homes, barns 

etc. as white settlers moved westward but it also removed the obstacle to converting the 

Anishinabe to an agricultural lifestyle. The BIA felt that the continued existenc,e of these 

pine and hardwood forests on the reservations only "prolonged the traditional woodland 

culture" which was detrimental to the spread of American culture and progress among the 

Anishinabe (Danziger 98). Fleur, the central character whose consciousness is 

inaccessible to the reader, is an anomaly primarily because she clings to a traditional 

Anishinabe world view despite the increasingly predominant capitalist privatization of 

land. According to Margaret, her lover's mother, "She's living in the old days when 

people had respect" (Erdrich 174). 

Louise Erdrich presents the reader with multiple narratives of Tracks as'told by 

Pauline and Nanapush, each of whom seems to offer different perspectives on Anishinabe 

history and on Fleur Pillager, a controversial transgressive woman of power in a 

community which has been decimated by the intrusion of whites, the Dawes Allotment 
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Act and finally by disease. Erdrich represents Anishinabe beliefs about life, death and the 

supernatural as having equal validity to Christian or Euro-American beliefs about these 

matters. By relativizing these conflicting epistemologies or world views, Erdrich 

encourages the reader to experience life from the marginalized position of Native 

Americans who inhabit a threshold space in-between the dominant culture and their 

traditional cultures, trying to negotiate life without a definitive map. "Indeed, Nanapush 

declares that whites imposed their ideas of measurement and boundaries on the Native 

Americans, and he implies that the separation of experience into real and imagined 

events, and of time into past, present, and future, is part of an alien and oppressive world 

view which, together with writing, makes communication extremely difficult" (Rainwater 

418). According to Catherine Rainwater, Erdrich intends her novels to "produce a state 

of marginality in the reader" by introducing us to the relativity of the novel's various 

systems of meaning or "conflicting codes", as she calls them, that include: 

--Christianity versus shamanic religion; 
--mechanical or industrial time versus ceremonial time; 
--the nuclear family versus tribal kinship systems; 
--main or privileged characters versus characters of equal status; 
--privileged narrative voices as opposed to dialogical or polyphonic 
narrative development (Rainwater 406-7). 

Erdrich relativizes the world views by having all three main characters function as 

tricksters. Pauline, Fleur and Nanapush all share trickster qualities, particularly strong 

libidos and sexuality. They occupy the in-between realms, between animal and human as 

well as between life and death. Thus Pauline, midwife to the dying, has the ability to 

cross the threshold into the world of the dead, which is also a quality of Nanapush and 

Fleur. Fleur is represented as a shaman, or person possessing access to supernatural 

power, through her transformation into a bear and through her connection with the water 

monster Misshepeshu. Yet Pauline and Nanapush clearly manifest supernatural power 
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also. Pauline practices "love medicine" on Eli and Sophie, projecting herself into 

Sophie's body to seduce Eli while Nanapush can project himself into Eli's body and assist 

him in the hunt. 

To the degree that man is never fully enculturated, the child and dreamer in each 
of us acknowledges that we are, as Clifford Geertz suggests, "unfinished animals." 
Trickster is in the business of keeping us that way, of insuring that man remains 
"unfinished" by fossilized institutions, open and adaptable instead to changing 
contemporary realities. Trickster is the image of man continually creating 
himself, never finishing the task of distinguishing through encounter the Me from 
the not-Me (Wiget 21). 

Thus to separate Pauline from Nanapush and Fleur because she seems more 

negative and dangerous, preoccupied more with death than life and eros, would be to slip 

into a dichotomy that isn't relevant in the trickster world view. As Babcock notes, if the 

trickster's marginality is viewed as negative this "Promotes a dichotomy between good 

and evil which persistently confounds the analysis of the essentially ambiguous' character 

of most literary marginals. In contrast to this either/or approach, we might better view 

this ambiguity as a necessary dualism and define marginality as being outside or between 

the boundaries of dominant groups for better and for worse" (Babcock "Tolerated 

Margin" 150). The trickster transgresses boundaries into taboo regions of death and 

sexuality, realms that represent a dissolution of boundaries. 

Trickster expresses the ambiguous and paradoxical nature of power so derived. 
While trickster's power endows his group with vitality and other boons, it also 
carries the threat and the possibility of chaos. His beneficence, though central, 
results from the breaking of rules and the violating of taboos. He is, therefore, 
polluting (in Mary Douglas' sense of the term) and must remain marginal and 
peripheral, forever betwixt and between. As a "criminal" culture hero, he 
embodies all possibilities--the most positive and the most negative--and is 
paradox personified (Babcock 148). 

Like Ella in Myal who creates a hurricane when she discharges the internalized 

colonial waste, Fleur is a force of nature that cannot be disembodied and reduced to a 



64 

textual representation. Her passionate pleasures and anguish seem to overflow the page. 

She is both body and soul, bound to her traditional culture and closely connected to the 

land that has sustained her family and continues to be haunted by their ghosts. She is 

described alternately by Nanapush, a self-acknowledged trickster and by Pauline, whom 

Nanapush regards as a pathological liar, ergo also a trickster. It is primarily through the 

narrative of Pauline, a mixed blood who becomes a Catholic nun, that Fleur is 

represented as a dangerous and possibly evil anomaly. Pauline tries to spilt reality into 

rigid categories of good and evil. While the other narrator of Fleur's story, Nanapush, 

also represents Fleur as a transgressive medicine woman, his trickster perspective 

embraces ambiguity, whether of the sacred which is both healing and dangerous, or the 

ambiguity of human nature capable of good and evil. 

According to Pauline, Fleur can transform herself into a bear when hunting and 

has been protected from drowning twice by Misshepeshu, the water man who lives in 

Lake Machimanito. Fleur fully possesses her natural instincts and feelings, unlike 

Pauline who tries to repress her natural instincts becoming more dead than alive. "These 

missionaries were never loons, never bears, their wives and mothers were never killdeers 

on the shoreline. We were animals and birds, even when we were converted and that was 

the difference between culture and civilization. We once spoke the language of animals, 

the missionaries were caught in word-winds" (Vizenor 46). In his book, The Practice of 

the Wild, Gary Snyder discusses a Tlinglit story, " The Woman Who Married a'Bear" 

told by Maria Johns. In this story, the fluid boundaries between humans and animals are 

indicative of a relationship based on respectful reciprocity, a reciprocity demonstrated by 

Fleur who becomes one with the bear in Tracks. 

The rules are matters of manners that have to do with knowledge and power, with 
life and death, because they deal with taking life and with one's own eating and 
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dying. Human beings, in their ignorance, are apt to give offense. There's a world 
behind the world we see that is the same world but more open, more transparent, 
without blocks. Like inside a big mind, the animals and humans all can talk, and 
those who pass through here get power to heal and help. They learn how to 
behave, and how not to give offense. To touch this world no matter how briefly is 
a help in life. People seek it, but the seeking isn't easy. Shapes are fluid here. 
For a bear, all the beings look like bears. For a human, they all look like humans 
(Snyder 164). 

Fleur is the incarnate reminder of a way of life temporarily submerged, like 

Misshepeshu, but not truly eradicated. She is a haunting presence and a dangerous 

woman. Eli discovers this when he and his mother betray Fleur by letting her land fees 

go unpaid in order to keep their land. When he tries to caress her, Fleur grabs his ears 

and hisses a curse. "Eli tumbled backward when she let go, but Fleur didn't take her eyes 

off him. Her lips began to form a second curse and Eli rose to a crouch, gather~d 

comprehension, stood" (Erdrich 213). A presence that endures through the stories of 

Nanapush and Pauline, Fleur is both an isolated woman who could resist but not defeat 

the inevitable European occupation of native land and a mythical woman who was so full 

of unrepressed primal energy that she couldn't accept her limitations when confronted by 

the whiteman's economic power. When Nanapush goes to bury the Pillagers who died 

during the epidemic, he discovers that Fleur has survived. She is "Wild as a filthy wolf .. 

. whose sudden bursts of strength and snarling cries terrified the listening Pukwan", a 

tribal policeman that accompanies Nanapush (Erdrich 3). As she recovers her strength, 

Fleur and Nanapush begin to grieve the loss of their families. Their grief is as passionate 

and intense as their capacity for love. 

Their names grew within us, swelled to the brink of our lips, forced our eyes open 
in the middle of the night. We were filled with the water of the drowned, cold and 
black, airless water that lapped against the seal of our tongues or leaked slowly 
from the comers of our eyes (Erdrich 6). 
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While Nanapush describes Fleur's "animal" nature as a positive passionate energy, 

Pauline influenced by Catholicism's asceticism associates this passionate life force with 

evil and the devil. She describes Fleur's raw power as dangerous, connecting it to the 

water serpent who suggests the devil to her as Fleur suggests Eve and fallen human 

nature. As a child, Fleur nearly drowned in the lake but was saved by two men who 

afterwards disappeared. At fifteen she again almost drowns but is washed up on shore. 

According to Pauline, men avoided Fleur Pillager after the second drowning because they 

realized that she belonged to Misshepeshu the water monster. "He's a devil, that one ... 

he sprouts horns, fangs, claws, fins. His feet are joined as one and his skin, brass scales" 

(Erdrich 11). Pauline's description of Fleur also endows her with animal-like 

characteristics but for Pauline this implies something sinister and dangerous. 

Fleur's shoulders were broad and curved as a yoke, her hips fishlike, slippery, 
narrow. An old green dress clung to her waist, worn thin where she sat. Her 
glossy braids were like the tails of animals .... They never looked into her sly 
brown eyes or noticed her teeth, strong and sharp and very white. Her legs were 
bare, and since she padded in beadworked moccasins they never saw that her fifth 
toes were missing (Erdrich 18). 

Pauline's descriptions of Fleur's animal-like qualities suggests the discourse of 

savagery versus civilization. The Puritan settlers of America used this discourse to 

justify their appropriation of land from the native inhabitants, who were deeme~ "savage" 

because they did not exploit their natural environment, as the Puritans believed it was 

divinely mandated they should do. The native people lived on the land and hunted for 

food rather than cultivating it in the name of civilization. "Aboriginal Americans, so 

English voyagers were again and again to find, denied their holy, human selves and lived 

like beasts; they were in the traditional terminology, more animal than rational" (Pearce 

5). Eventually as the natives offered resistance to their displacement by the settlers 

toward whom they had initially displayed hospitality, the Puritan discourse of savagism 
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assumed an even more hostile tone. The uncivilized qualities of the natives were defined 

by the logic of "Christian imperialism" as a "sign of Satan's power" (Pearce 20). The 

native's possession of land by natural right was superseded by possession of land 

according to the laws of a civilized state and in accord with God's command to occupy 

the earth, increase, and mUltiply. 

Wherever the Indian opposed the Puritan there Satan opposed God; Satan had 
possessed the Indian until he had become virtually a beast; Indian worship was 
devil worship ... Satanism, it was abundantly evident, was at the core of savage 
life (Pearce 22). 

In addition to her "savage" attributes, Fleur has many unusual qualities ~hat 

alienate her from the community but apparently the most transgressive from the 

perspective of white men is her aptitude for gambling and her decision to participate in 

the usually all male card games with Lily, Dutch and Tor. On one occasion after she 

wins, Fleur is raped by the men. Since Pauline, who is untrustworthy because of her 

ambivalence toward Fleur, describes the incident, the reader can never be certain of 

exactly what happened. This uncertainty creates ambiguity around the paternity of Lulu, 

the child born to Fleur the following Spring. Was she conceived during the alleged rape, 

or during the public erotic escapades with Eli or during visits to the water serpent? 

Ultimately Nanapush gives Lulu his name, thus confusing her paternity even more. 

Fleur is full of an excess of libido or life force. Her two pregnancies are 

associated with her "excessive" love-making with Eli. Nanapush gave Eli advice on how 

to satisfy a woman. "I told him about the first woman who had given herself to. me .. .1 

described the finicky taste of Omiimii, the Dove and the trials I'd gone through to keep 

my second wife pleasured. Zezikaaikwe, the Unexpected, was a woman whose name was 

the exact prediction of her desires" (Erdrich 45). Eli's mother, Margaret, hired a spy, to 
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observe the sexual encounters between Fleur and Eli She thinks they behave "l~ke 

animals" having sex outside in the grass and even in trees. Later Nanapush himself 

describes the winter of love that resulted in Fleur's second pregnancy. "The chimney of 

the Pillager place smoked day and night, but no person was seen in the yard. Faint calls 

were heard, unmistakably human ... These cries were full of pleasure, strange and 

wonderful to hear, sweet as the taste of last summer's fruit" (Erdrich 130). 

Ironically, Pauline is herself as dangerous and anomalous as she imagines Fleur to 

be and her talent for death is the complement of Fleur's talent for eros and life. Yet she 

does not seem to recognize her representation of Fleur as a projection of that which she 

has tried to reject within herself. Pauline is anomalous because, like Fleur, she has 

powerful libidinal energy which can be expressed in healing, sexuality or destructiveness. 

She is also a mixed blood caught between traditional beliefs of the supernatural, for 

which she has an aptitude, and Catholicism, which she sees as a means of surviyal in the 

world that is replacing the Anishinabe reality. By embracing Catholicism, Pauline can 

repress her sexuality and sublimate it into a form of holy masochism. 

The idea of 'want' tied to sin as debt and iniquity is therefore coupled with that of 
an overflowing, a profusion, even an unquenchable desire, which are pejoratively 
branded with words like 'lust' or 'greed.' Pleonexia, greed, is etymologically the 
desire 'to possess always more'; it connotes an appetite that cannot possibly be 
sated, and that links it, in the writings of Paul for instance, to sexual 
transgressions and flesh in general (Kristeva 123). 

Like Ella in Myal who is literally colonized with feces and Judith, the nun in No 

Country for Young Men who is smelly and abject, Pauline is an anomaly outsid,e the 

social order. She is neither white nor Anishinabe and has lost her family. She is dirty in 

Mary Douglas' sense that dirt is matter out of place or the "rejected bits" that don't fit 

when order is imposed (Douglas 160). Pauline too has been brainwashed by the 
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internalization of colonial ideologies that often denigrate the colonized. Like the Irish 

Catholics in No Country, she embraces suffering as preferable to pleasure and betrays 

members of her community in order to protect herself. Pauline identifies Fleur as the 

dirty colonized native in order to whiten herself both by denying her Indian ancestry and 

by purifying herself of the sinful instincts that she attributes to Fleur. 

Yet despite this attempt at purifying herself, Pauline is literally the dirtiest most 

abject character in the novel. After joining the convent, she ceases to wash or change 

clothes. Of course it is through Nanapush's narrative that the reader is given this version 

of Pauline. Thus the self-avowed trickster is constantly destabilizing Pauline's narrative 

of Fleur by suggesting that it is Pauline who is the dirtiest in every sense of the word, not 

Fleur. Pauline as masochistic nun has neglected her hygiene and regards her stench as the 

odor of sanctity. "My rank aroma was the perfume my soul exuded, devotion's air" 

(Erdrich 153). Nanapush views it differently and tells Pauline, "You're more and more 

like the whites who never wash themselves clean!" (Erdrich 153). 

Pauline resembles the women that Breuer and Freud diagnosed with hysteria, who 

are enacting the repressed areas of bourgeois society in which women's bodies are the 

battleground for the hysterical repression of the "grotesque body-- fattening food, 

intoxicating drink, sexual promiscuity, altered ego-identity" (Stallybrass 189). In Freud's 

Studies on Hysteria, Frau Emmy von N. becomes frightened by the pictures of 

American Indians dressed as animals in an ethnological atlas in much the same way as 

Pauline is appalled by Fleur's ability to become a bear, both women fearing the ·threat to 

the "civilized" anti-instinctual bourgeois order. As Stallybrass notes, late nineteenth 

century Europe was compensating for its rejection of the carnival tradition by a 
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"plundering of ethnographic material--masks, rituals, symbols--from colonized cultures" 

(Stallybrass 172). 

The demonization and the exclusion of the carnivalesque has to be related to the 
victorious emergence of specifically bourgeois practices and languages which 
reinflected and incorporated this material within a negative, individualist 
framework. In one way or another Freud's patients can be seen as enacting 
desperate ritual fragments salvaged from a festive tradition, the self-exclusion 
from which had been one of the identifying features of their social class 
(Stallybrass 176). 

Pauline is more successful at enacting the abject than at attracting sex and love. 

She longs for the pleasures she senses between Fleur and Eli and begins to desire him. "I 

saw the pliable strength of his hips, then his waist, the wiry chest and arms and hollowed 

throat, the black tail that swung" (Erdrich 76). Because Eli is not attracted to her, Pauline 

uses love medicine to bewitch him into sex with Sophie, entering Sophie's consciousness 

to make her seduce Eli. Eventually Pauline's sexual frustration leads her to have an affair 

with Napoleon Morrissey and become pregnant. When Pauline discovers she is pregnant 

as a result of her affair, she blames Satan as the "one who had pinned me with his horns" 

(Erdrich 133). She is determined to end the pregnancy but prevented from doing so by 

Bernadette Morrissey, Napoleon's sister. Pauline feels that the illegitimate birth would 

make her an outcast and also that if the fetus is unborn it would be protected from the 

"taint" of original sin. 

When Pauline is forced to deliver the baby by Bernadette, she immediately rejects 

the child because it was "already fallen, a dark thing, and I could not bear the thought" 

(Erdrich 136). The spoons that Bernadette uses to pull the baby out left marks on her 

temples which Pauline interprets as "marked by the devil's thumbs" (Erdrich 136). 

Pauline considers her child dark both because of Marie's dark skin and because she was 

conceived through sexual "sin" and the taint of original sin, which are all intermingled in 
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Pauline's mind. For Pauline, her personal pain and gUilt associated with this pregnancy 

are intermingled with her cultural pain and the gUilt of internalized colonization. She also 

feels guilt for Fleur's rape and for murdering the white men when she helped Russell bar 

the door to the freezer. "Every night when my arms lowered the beam, it was my will 

tha~ bore the weight, let it drop into place--not Russell's and not Fleur's. For that reason, 

at the Judgment, it would be my soul sacrificed, my poor body turned on the devil's 

wheel" (Erdrich 66). 

Pauline is as jealous of the maternal love between Fleur and her daughter as she is 

of the love between Fleur and Eli. "Any of the attention that spilled past Eli, she had 

turned on her child .. She taught Lulu too many words, too fast, so that the girl kept up a 

constant and annoying string of song and talk which the others laughed at and i~dulged. 

And the way they dressed her!" (Erdrich 76). It seems as if Pauline really yearns for love 

from Fleur, the sensual love that Fleur gives Eli and Lulu. As she watches Fleur hold 

Lulu, she feels jealousy. Even when she first works together with Fleur in Argus, Pauline 

"made excuses to work next to her" (Erdrich 15). She remembered what it was like to 

have female companions, the mother and sisters who died in the epidemic that took 

Fleur's family also. When Pauline's odor of sanctity becomes intolerable, it is Fleur who 

finally gives her a bath with Lulu's help. Pauline finds herself enjoying the forbidden 

pleasure of being touched. 

Then Fleur washed me, but I warned myself not to experience any pleasure. I sat 
down in the water, felt its heat as a sharp danger, but then I forgot. .. It was so 
terrible, so pleasant, that I abandoned my Lord and all His rules and special 
requirements. I think I fell asleep, lost awareness, let the water course over me 
and let the hands on my hips, my throat, my back, my breasts, the cupped hands 
under my chin and around my feet, break me down (Erdrich 154-5). 
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Despite her enjoyment of this pleasure, Pauline tries to resist because she has 

renounced life and love. She had already begun starving herself when she discovered her 

pregnancy. "I had starved myself for so long that I had no way of knowing, when I first 

felt the movement, how far back to count" (Erdrich 131). Pauline has shown a tendency 

to pervert her libidinal excess and the jouissance of the maternal body into a death wish. 

"Maternal authority is the trustee of that mapping of the selfs clean and proper body; it is 

distinguished from paternal laws within which, with the phallic phase and acquisition of 

language, the destiny of man will take shape" (Kristeva 72). After giving birth and 

entering the convent, Pauline begins wearing underwear from potato sacks, and "when I 

wore it the chafing reminded me of Christ's sacrifice" (Erdrich 143). She wears her shoes 

on the wrong feet to remember "His bare feet on the cobbled stones, and the nail holes 

through them" (Erdrich 146). Pauline tries to deny her body any pleasure, not only sexual 

but even that of relieving her bladder. When Nanapush feeds her tea and then teases her 

with a story about flooding in order to stimulate her need to urinate, she tries to resist 

temptation by thinking of Christ's love for martyrs. 

Some saints endured burning pitch or redhot tongs. Some were torn asunder by 
lions or, like Perpetua, exposed to a mad heifer that flourished its hooves. There 
was Cecilia, who outlived her own beheading, and Saint Blaise, combed to death 
with an iron rake (Erdrich 152). 

Julia Kristeva in her exploration of abjection, Powers of Horror, considers the 

case of Angela of Foligno and the apparently "masochistic economy" of her mystical 

discourse. "A source of evil and mingled with sin, abjection becomes the requisite for a 

reconciliation in the mind, between the flesh and the law" (Kristeva 128). In addressing 

the connection between sin and holiness, Kristeva makes reference to Paul, the ~vangelist 

from whom the name Pauline is derived. She interprets Paul's message as a battle 

between the spirit and the overwhelming drives of the flesh. "The outcome, the telos of 



this carnal overflow can only be death (,For the wages of sin is death,' Romans 6:23)" 

(Kristeva 124). Thus the body's drives must be subdued which to Kristeva implies that 

Christianity recognizes sin and holiness as parts of the same economy. Abjection 

provides the mystic with an "infinite jouissance, or a physical pleasure bordering on the 

sensual" (Mazzoni 65). 
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The knowledge that would separate him from his natural, animal, and mortal state, 
enabling him to reach, through thought, purity and freedom, is fundamentally 
sexual knowledge. It takes only one further step to suppose that the invitation to 
perfection is also an invitation to sin, and conversely; perhaps official theology 
does not take that step, but the mystic grants himself the fathomless depravity of 
doing so. That is so true that only after having sinned does the mystic topple over 
into holiness, and his holiness never ceases to appear to him as fringed by sin 
(Kristeva 126). 

Pauline's subsequent rejection of sexuality is as extreme as her previous 

expression of it, the pain of abrasive clothing, hunger and uncomfortable shoes becoming 

perhaps as sensual as the pleasure. Angela abased herself by serving lepers and drinking 

the water with which she washed their sores. Pauline abases herself by her var~ous forms 

of self-mortification and by saving the Indians that she considers abject and unholy. 

Unlike Nanapush who accepts the ambiguity of human nature, Pauline is preoccupied 

with the rigid categories of good and evil. Especially after her brief sexual encounter that 

results in pregnancy, Pauline decides that traditional culture as well as sexuality are pagan 

and evil. For her, being white and Catholic is the only protection from the evil of nature 

and natural instincts. This choice is also motivated by her belief that she must become 

white to survive since the old culture is being erased. Pauline combines her experience of 

personal and cultural loss with Catholicism's emphasis on suffering as an imitation of 

Christ and a means to personal salvation. While Fleur becomes obsessed with saving her 

children from death and on a larger scale saving her people from losing their land and 

culture, Pauline reconciles herself to personal and cultural loss by embracing death as the 
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delivers them into death. 
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I saw the people I had wrapped, the influenza and consumption dead whose hands 
I had folded. They traveled, lame and bent, with chests darkened from the blood 
they coughed out of their lungs, filing forward and gathering, taking a different 
road. A new road ... "I've brought You so many souls!" And He said to me, 
gently: "Fetch more" (Erdrich 140). 

Pauline's preoccupation with death and becoming white are really essentially the 

same. In order to become white, the non-white part of Pauline must die. Thus her 

masochistic self-destructive behavior is in reality related to her obsession with self

purification. For Pauline becoming Catholic is equivalent to becoming white a~d 

spiritual purity signifies racial purity. In Black Skin. White Masks, Frantz Fanon 

explores the self hatred among the colonized that results from their adoption of the 

European belief in white racial superiority. "The magazines are put together by white 

men for little white men ... these same magazines are devoured by the local children. In 

the magazines the Wolf, the Devil, the Evil spirit, the Bad Man, the Savage are always 

symbolized by Negroes or Indians" (Fanon 146). 

After giving birth, Pauline joins the convent and intensifies her bodily 

mortifications to purge herself of personal and collective gUilt. Denying herself sleep and 

food results in her strange visions that tell her she is forgiven for her daughter and most 

importantly that she is white. "He said that I was not whom I had supposed. I was an 

orphan and my parents had died in grace, and also, despite my deceptive features, I was 

not one speck of Indian but wholly white" (Erdrich 137). This vision conveniently occurs 

just when the nuns received a directive not to admit "Indian girls". For Pauline, being 

white is essential as a survival strategy in a world that has become increasingly 

dominated by whites. "Our Lord ... had obviously made the whites more shrewd, as they 
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grew in number, all around, some even owning automobiles, while the Indians receded 

and coughed to death and drank. It was clear that Indians were not protected by the thing 

in the lake or by the other Manitous" (Erdrich 139). Of course Pauline fails to recognize 

the role played in this cultural breakdown by the colonization process, especially the 

allotment system of the Dawes Act. 4 Pauline seems ignorant of social and economic 

factors involved in the decline of her people and, aided by self-hatred, she chooses to 

believe rather simplistically that this decline is a sign of God's disfavor because of their 

dark skin and "pagan" beliefs. 

When Fleur and Lulu finally force Pauline to have a bath, the effort induces 

premature labor in Fleur, causing her to lose the baby and to almost lose Lulu, who runs 

out in the bad weather to bring help. Once again as during Fleur's rape, Pauline proves 

as useless in saving lives as she is useful in ending them. "I do not know why the Lord 

overtook my limbs and made them clumsy, but it must have been his terrible will" 

(Erdrich 157). Though Pauline feels gUilt for yet another failure to help Fleur, this failure 

may have resulted from her desire to bring the "unsaved" child to Christ through death 

combined with her gUilt for enjoying the sensual pleasure of the bath. After this incident, 

Pauline punishes herself again. "That morning, shattering ice from the buckets in the 

kitchen, I scraped my hand raw. But I continued to smash my fist into the water until the 

water told the story, turned faintly bloody" (Erdrich 164). Later she tries to demonstrate 

Christ's power by plunging her hands into the herbs Nanapush is boiling for Fleur's cure. 

When they are scalded, Pauline interprets this as an indication that Christ is still weak in 

4 See Otis. The Dawes Act and the Allotment of Indian Lands. According to Otis. since the designers of 
the Dawes Act believed that the "White man's way was good and the Indian's way was bad ... allotment was 
counted on to break up tribal life" and foster individually owned farms. (Otis 9). 
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this country that "has its own devils". She decides to exorcise one of these devils, 

Misshepeshu, the Pillager family's water serpent. 

I would be chosen, His own, wiped clean of Fleur's cool even hand on my brow, 
purged of the slide of Napoleon's thighs ... of the infant's high wail after which I 
lay asunder. I would be free of Nanapush, the smooth-tongued artificer. He had 
manufactured humiliations traps. He was the servant of the lake, the arranger of 
secrets. Not one flare of belief lit his mind and he laughed too much, at 
everything, at me (Erdrich 196). 

Pauline goes to the lake and demands that "the thing below" show itself. "He 

reared, dropped a blanket set with mud. The fire glared into my eyes and the heat from 

his body flooded me. He was not huge, but large enough in the flicker of brass light, a 

man's size" (Erdrich 201). Pauline engages in battle with what she believes to be the 

water monster and eventually destroys it, discovering that it is really Napoleon, the father 

of her child, that she has killed. "A light began to open in the sky and the thing grew a 

human shape, one that I recognized in gradual stages. Eventually, it took on the physical 

form of Napoleon Morrissey" (Erdrich 202-3). However, Pauline decides that the devil 

had assumed the body of Napoleon. If indeed, as Pauline suspects, she is kin to the 

Morrisseys, then she and the Morrissey family must be the ones with a special 

relationship to Misshepeshu. The name Morrissey is an Anglicized version of the Irish 

name "Muirgheasa", derived from muir meaning sea and geas meaning prohibition or 

obligation (Hanks 376). In her initial description of the monster, Pauline describes him 

as handsome, interested in pretty young women like Fleur but not in unattractive women 

like herself. When she finally vanquishes this monster that obsesses her, she has in 

reality killed Napoleon, the man who has fathered the child that she has rejected. 

The geas is used in No Country for Young Men to signify irresistible and 

dangerous sexual attraction. The character Grainne is named for the legendary Grainne, 



77 

who put a geas on Diarmuid forcing him to run away with her and endanger his life by 

angering her husband. A taboo is generally associated with danger to the social order 

such as "The dead, [who] if not separated from the living bring madness on them" 

(Douglas 176). Thus this is appropriate to the situation of Pauline as well as the other 

characters who are close to the world of the dead in their prolonged mourning process. 

The Grainne story as well as the consequences of sex in Tracks indicate that sexuality is 

another dangerous realm. "Yet pollution fears do not seem to cluster round 

contradictions which do not involve sex. The answer may be that no other social 

pressures are potentially so explosive as those which constrain sexual relations" (Douglas 

157). Thus powerful desire as well as powerful sorrow are equally destabilizing to the 

social order. 

In traditional cultures, the shaman is someone who assists people emotionally and 

spiritually so that they are not isolated in dealing with emotional and physical illness and 

death and so that they can transcend the ordinary reality in which they perceive 

themselves as ill. Pauline's distorted vision of Napoleon resembles an incident that 

Vizenor describes in The People Named the Chippewa which concerns, Cora Sheppo, 

who kills her grandchild because she believed he had been "spawned by the devil". Cora 

had delusions of "being controlled by external forces of the devil", delusions which 

studies have shown do not differ significantly from the culturally approved phenomenon 

of shamanic inspiration (Vizenor 147). Vizenor quotes Silverman's article, "S~amans 

and Acute Schizophrenia," 

The essential difference between the psychosocial environments of the 
schizophrenic and the shaman lies in the pervasiveness of the anxiety that 
complicates each of their lives. The emotional supports and the modes of 
collective solutions of the basic problems of existence available to the shaman, .. 
. greatly alleviate the strain of an otherwise excruciatingly painful existence. Such 



supports are all too often completely unavailable to the schizophrenic in our 
culture (Vizenor 148). 
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Thus Vizenor relates the tendency toward pathologizing marginal people to that of 

categorizing native people as victims and a vanishing culture, and suggests that these 

damaging representations do not reflect reality or show compassion for real people who 

survive through trickster-like strategies. "No sorcerer could survive the insipid 

tabulations. Meanwhile, there are tribal people in cities and on reservations who must 

resist data colonization, social science categorization, and shovel out the academic 

dossier to free their dreams and families" (Vizenor 28). When Nanapush decides to 

become a bureaucrat himself in order to retrieve Lulu from boarding school, he expresses 

a similar criticism. "That's when I began to see what we were becoming, and the years 

have borne me out: a tribe of file cabinets and triplicates, a tribe of single-space 

documents, directives, policy. A tribe of pressed trees" (Erdrich 225). 

Both Fleur and Pauline attempt to save their people single-handedly. They 

overestimate their power and then punish themselves for their failure. Nanapush tries to 

explain this to Fleur. " You will not be to blame if the land is lost, ... or if the oaks and 

the pines fall, the lake dries, and the lake man does not return. You could not have saved 

the child that came so early. This last, however, she could not bear and whirled away 

from me" (Erdrich 178). Pauline's obsession with evil and gUilt represent her rigid 

splitting of good and evil into separate categories that signifies her desire to split her 

Indian self from her white self, obviously an impossible task. Yet Fleur also seems to 

hope for the impossible restoration of traditional land and culture from economic 

exploitation. Only Nanapush, as a trickster/fool can accept the mixture of good and evil 

in human nature, the inability to prevent appropriation of Anishinabe land by whites and 

the post-colonization mixture of Anishinabe and white culture as well as blood-lines. 



Nanapush however refuses to be broken by this process. He seems to realize that while 

overt resistance would fail, covert resistance can continue by passing on stories of 

survival and subversion. 
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Nanapush as trickster is a spokesperson for the frailty of human nature. If Pauline 

represents the Christian method of self-sacrifice for the salvation of humanity, Nanapush 

represents an alliance between the traditional cultural trickster figure, who signifies the 

complexity of human nature capable of heroism, love and libidinal excess, and the 

Christian virtues of compassion and humility. Nanapush's friendship with the priest, 

Father Damien, who tries to help the Anishinabe understand government policies, 

indicates a compassionate alternative to Pauline's distorted form of Catholicism'. When 

Eli comes to Nanapush expecting sympathy because Fleur has banished him after his 

escapades with Sophie, Nanapush berates Eli for his self-pity and tries to make him see 

that others may be suffering more than he. He also tries to show Eli that selling his land 

for money will not improve Eli's life. 

Between this unpromising winter, the pain in my hip that made me feel so poor I 
could not hunt, and the wholesale purchase of our allotment land by whites, the 
problems of Eli Kashpaw were of thin consequence, and yet he insisted on pelting 
me to death with grass. 'Look, fool,' I said. 'Open your eyes. Even your baby 
brother has a better grasp of what is going on. We're offered money in the 
agreements, cash for land. What will you do with the money?' (Erdrich 98). 

Similarly Nanapush makes fun of Margaret when she is being too possessive of 

her son, Eli, and overly preoccupied with his love affair with Fleur. He implies that 

Margaret spies on Eli and Fleur because she is sexually frustrated. When she comments 

about the lake man, "I'll give him good as I get', Nanapush asks her, "Has it been that 

long, Margaret?" (Erdrich 50). While human weaknesses are often humorously criticized 

by Nanapush, he is more tolerant of this weakness than the other characters. When 



80 

Margaret leaves him after a minor disagreement, Nanapush begins to decline emotionally 

and physically, really losing his will to live. Nanapush survives only because Margaret 

finds him and revives him. 

Without her presence, there was little to remind me what life was good for. I got 
too lazy to feed myself, let the last potatoes rot, then I became too weak to set new 
traps in the woods. To dull my stomach pains, I did not search for food, instead I 
smoked red willow. I began to fall asleep in the middle of my reading. Then one 
day I could not rise from my blankets, my limbs weak as water, and I dreamed the 
dream I had in those days after my family was taken (Erdrich 127). 

Later after she and Nector use the money to keep their land and by this betrayal 

cause the others to lose theirs, Nanapush misses Margaret so much that he finally joins 

her despite her treachery. "Without her I was despondent and I lived in the past, in 

former times, lost times when game was plenty, companions sharp with humor, times 

when it would have taken four days to walk the length of this res" (Erdrich 191 ). Yet 

Nanapush is not merely the old fool he often claims to be. Even his statement that "I'm 

an old man far past anything a woman can do to weaken me" is the contrary of the truth 

in trickster fashion as later exemplified by his love affair with Margaret. Despite his age, 

he is able to heal both Fleur and later Lulu, bringing them back from the edge of death. 

He also instructs Eli in the love-making skills that he needs to win Fleur and guides him 

on the hunt. 

In my fist I had a lump of charcoal, with which I blackened my face. I placed my 
otter bag upon my chest, my rattle near. I began to sing slowly, calling on my 
helpers, until the words came from my mouth but were not mine, until the rattle 
started, the song sang itself, and there in the deep bright drifts, I saw the tracks of 
Eli's snowshoes clearly (Erdrich 101). 

Nanapush is acutely aware of the colonization that causes his people to lose their 

land. "I had already given Father Damien testimony on this Anishinabe land, which was 

nibbled at the edges and surrounded by farmers waiting for it to go underneath the gavel 



of the auctioneer. There were so few of us who even understood the writing on the 

papers. Some signed their land away with thumbs and crosses" (Erdrich 99). He is 

knowledgeable about the allotment system's effect on the tribe and does what he can to 

provide some guidance and leadership. "Our trouble came from living, from liquor and 

the dollar bill. We stumbled toward the government bait, never looking down, never 

noticing how the land was snatched from under us" (Erdrich 4). Nanapush, however, 

resists the pressure to sell and also refuses to give his real name to the government 
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bureaucrats because he knows it "loses power every time that it is written and stored in a 

government file" (Erdrich 32). Nanapush understands how the breakdown of community 

and culture resulting from colonization combined with the desire to survive and the 

temptation of greed can damage people so that they betray one another. He knows that he 

and Margaret were attacked because of their resistance to this pressure by the Turcot 

lumber company. 

Yet despite his trickster skills in healing, hunting, love-making, story-telling and 

political subversion, Nanapush remains humble, forgiving his and others failings and 

never taking his power for granted. Nanapush admits his human frailty and his need to 

depend on the supernatural despite the fact that it is unpredictable and failed to protect his 

people from devastation. Thus though transgressive and powerful, Nanapush is the 

"compassionate tribal trickster" who "imagined the earth, animals, men, women, evil 

spirits, birds, death and white people" (Vizenor 154). His definition of the supernatural is 

tolerant of its unreliability. 

Power dies, power goes under and gutters out, ungraspable. It is momentary, 
quick of flight and liable to deceive. As soon as you rely on the possession it is 
gone. Forget that it ever existed, and it returns (Erdrich 177). 
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Nanapush's hunting skill relates to Erdrich's already mentioned juxtaposition of 

Christianity to shamanism and industrial time to ceremonial time and to Vizenor's 

emphasis on a mythic and ecstatic oral tradition that evokes a complex and fluid reality 

not captured by academic abstractions about the Anishinabe. The mythic or shamanic 

perspective expressed in Tracks permits fluid boundaries between animal and human or 

between life and death. People can become bears and souls can be retrieved from the 

world of the dead. There are no hierarchies between human and animal. In the 

Anishinabe world view, humans exist within nature not above it. The fluidity of this 

world view is related to the necessity of reciprocity among people and between people 

and animals for survival. "Great stress [is] laid upon sharing what one has with others .. 

Hoarding, or any manifestation of greed, is discountenanced" (Hallowell 172). Similarly, 

one must not offend the animals upon which one depends for food. "It may be necessary, 

for example, to throw their bones in the water or to perform a ritual in the case of bears. 

Otherwise, he will offend the masters and be threatened with starvation because no 

animals will be made available to him" (Hallowell 172). Other values include not 

overestimating one's power, not being greedy and having humility and respect, especially 

regarding non-human persons. These Anishinabe values of sharing with others or 

respecting the natural resources are antithetical to capitalism which encourages .an 

individual accumulation of wealth. 

The woodland creation stories are told from visual memories and ecstatic 
strategies, not from scriptures. In the oral tradition, the mythic origins of tribal 
people are creative expressions, original eruptions in time, not a mere recitation or 
a recorded narrative in grammatical time. The teller of stories is an artist, a 
person of wit and imagination, who relumes the diverse memories of the visual 
past into the experiences and metaphors of the present (Vizenor 7). 

Oral tradition is another aspect of Anishinabe culture that is validated by Erdrich 

through the character of Nanapush. Some of the things that we know about Fleur and the 
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other characters are outside the novel either because they occur in Erdrich's other novels 

about these characters, such as Fleur's reappearance in The Bingo Palace, or because they 

are oral stories that are alluded to but not actually told in the novel. The oral tradition of 

the Anishinabe especially as told by Nanapush to Fleur or to Lulu are not recorded in 

print. When Fleur and Nanapush are windigo because they are filled with the souls of 

their dead, Father Damien's arrival causes Nanapush to begin speaking, "I talked both 

languages in streams that ran alongside each other, over every rock, around every 

obstacle. The sound of my own voice convinced me I was alive" (Erdrich 7). Later in 

the novel when Lulu's feet are frozen and Nanapush heals her with stories, there is a 

similar scene alluding to these oral stories that aren't contained in the novel's text but that 

have the maternal power to bring Lulu back to life. "Once I had you I did not dare break 

the string between us and kept on moving my lips, holding you motionless with talking .. 

.I talked on and on until you lost yourself inside the flow of it, until you entere~ the swell 

and ebb and did not sink but were sustained" (Erdrich 167). 

Some readers such as Gloria Bird have wondered about Fleur's silence, seeing it 

as a result of colonialism. "In the novel, hers is the only consciousness that remains 

inaccessible to us as readers. Our knowledge of her is shaped solely through second-hand 

means analogous to the way in which the construct of savagism has been informed" (Bird 

45). While I agree that her apparent silence is related to the impact of colonialism, it 

seems that perhaps Fleur is silent only in a colonialist interpretation of voice. It seems 

possible that Fleur leaves different tracks than the conventional print version, just as her 

footprints become bear tracks in the novel, "we followed the tracks of her bare feet and 

saw where they changed, where the claws sprang out" (Erdrich 12). Her voice is heard in 



84 

oral tradition outside the text as are the oral traditions of Nanapush that aren't told within 

the novel. 5 

It is also possible that given the need for secrecy by subversives such as' Fleur's 

grandson Gerry, who is an AIM activist in Love Medicine. Fleur is choosing not to speak 

in order to protect herself from misrepresentation or betrayal. On two occasions in the 

novel, Fleur "speaks" eloquently with her actions. The first time is when she re-negotiates 

the terms of her rape by shedding doubt on the paternity of Lulu. She does this.by 

engaging in overt public sexual activity with Eli in the woods. The second time is when 

she resists the lumber company by enacting the deforestation and rape of her land before 

they can do so. "Each tree was sawed through at the base ... With one thunderstroke the 

trees surrounding Fleur's cabin cracked off and fell away from us in a circle" (Erdrich 

223). Another possible interpretation of how Fleur "speaks" in Tracks may be that the 

novel itself represents her tracks, since the word "tracks" is used both for her bear tracks 

and for the printed word. The Bingo Palace ends with Fleur entering the world of the 

dead once more and leaving her tracks behind her. 

She didn't take the written walls, she didn't take the storehouse facts. She didn't 
take the tangled scribe of her table or the headboard, the walls, the obscured and 
veiny writing on the tamped logs and her bed. She didn't take the yellow 
newspapers, brittle as the wings of butterflies, scrawled in the margins, or the 
bound railroad ledgers or the linen sheets or scribbled mats. No, all of the 
writing, the tracked-up old cabin, she left for the rest of us to find (Erdrich, Bingo 
272). 

Pauline and Nanapush are tricksters who imagine the world, including the 

legendary Fleur, who is narrated through their dual perspectives. Meanwhile Fleur is the 

5 The relationship between oral tradition and the "orality" of ~ has been examined by Joni Clarke in 
"Why Bears Are Good To Think and Theory Doesn't Have To Be Murder: Transformation and Oral 
Tradition in Louise Erdrich's Tracks". Joni's article suggested to me the possibility that there is an orality 
that exceeds the text just as the sexuality of the characters exceeds the text and is suggested only through its 
residue or "tracks" on the margins of the novel. 
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trickster hidden on the margins of the text, like the oral traditions that can't be translated 

into print, and she is leaving tracks that are interpreted by Nanapush and Pauline from 

their respective world views while remaining hidden behind their narratives. Of the three 

characters, Pauline functions most like the traditional trickster, Naanabozho, because she 

is the one who instructs by contraries, suffering the consequences of disobeying the 

traditional ethos. Nanapush, on the other hand, is ironically the character who most 

embodies the traditional Anishinabe ethos with his emphasis on generosity, reci,procity 

and humility and especially on not overestimating one's power. 

Pauline, Fleur and Nanapush are tricksters not by choice but because they have 

been thrust into this position by their experience of death and cultural conflict. As 

Rosario Morales states about her studies of anthropology, "We studied concepts of 

pollution and marriage customs and no one mentioned rape: the fact of it or the pain of it, 

of what it means to be a little girl of eight and be married and be raped" (Morales 62). 

Morales later felt gUilty that she never screamed out against the abstract approach to 

human suffering and the theories that were used to suppress the painful events Of "death 

by exploration, of death by pacification, of death by manifest destiny" (Morales 64). 

At the end of Tracks, Nanapush explains to Lulu that he is telling her all these 

stories of the past, especially about her mother Fleur, so that she will understand that 

Fleur didn't send Lulu to boarding school to punish her but rather to protect her because 

there would be "No safety on this reservation, no hiding from government papers" 

(Erdrich, Tracks 219). It is also necessary to tell stories of Fleur as a real woman 

suffering the consequences of historical events in order to counteract the communal 

representations that have made her into a myth. 
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CHAPTER 3: MY AL 

By voicelessness, we mean the historical absence of the woman writer's text: the 
absence of a specifically female position on major issues such as slavery, 
colonialism, decolonization, women's rights and more direct social and cultural 
issues. By voicelessness we also mean silence: the inability to express a position 
in the language of the 'master' as well as the textual construction of woman as 
silent. Voicelessness also denotes articulation that goes unheard (Davies 1). 

For the Caribbean woman writer, the reality of absence, of voicelessness, of 
marginalization is linked to the necessity to find a form, a mode of expression. 
This linking simultaneously identifies the politics of woman's writing anywhere 
with the politics of the subversion of imperialism. Though Caribbean neo
colonial culture accepts physical, bodily expressions by women (dance, etc.) .. 
. even the popular oral forms like calypso and reggae have been reserved for male 
expression (Davies 4). 

Like Fleur in Tracks who transforms into a bear and enacts wild sexuality 

publicly, Ella O'Grady of Erna Brodber's novel, Myal, "speaks" through her body by 

enacting a violent storm when she is being healed by Mass Cyrus. Before her healing, 

Ella appears to be a zombie, "rigid, staring, silent" and during the healing she becomes a 

violent force of nature, a hurricane. While Ella has not been raped like Fleur, she is 

racially mixed like Pauline and has suffered similar, though less extreme, confusions 

about her racial identity. Ella has become ill through being psycho-sexually dispossessed 

of herself due both to her colonial upbringing and her American husband, that split 

"whiteness" and "blackness" into binary opposites, a process which will be examined in 

detail later. As explained by the introductory quotes, Ella's initial response to her illness 

is an "articulation that goes unheard" because it is not expressed in the master's language 

but rather through her body's mimicry of pregnancy and her repetition of the cryptic 

phrase, "Mammy Mary's mulatto mule must have maternity wear" (Brodber 84). When 

the healing is finished, Ella has discharged the waste that bloated her belly and the impact 

of this event destroys "71,488 coconut trees, 3,470 breadfruit trees, 901 residences totally, 
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203 residences partially, 628 out-buildings, and left 65 standing but damaged ... several 

humans lost their lives from drowning in the thunder storm and swollen rivers that it 

brought" (Brodber 4). 

Mass Cyrus diagnoses Ella as "choked on foreign, this alabaster baby" (Brodber 

4). He interprets her illness is a condition of "these new people ... these in-between 

colours people, these trained-minded people" and recognizes that she can be cured only 

by "Touching the peace of those she must touch and those who must touch her ... And 

you can't do that unless you can touch their spirits" (Brodber 1). Mass Cyrus worries that 

Ella and the other "in-between" people will harm his grove with their noisy outbursts, 

which he refers to as "What a bam-bam when that gray mass of muck comes out of this 

little Miss Ella" (Brodber 4). As he observes the damage her storm has done to.the 

environment, Mass Cyrus asks "What nigger for to do?" which is a line from a slave 

song, 

Buckra in this country no make we free 
What Negro for to do? What Negro for to do? 
Take force by force! Take force by force. 
(Cited by Brathwaite in The Development of Creole Society 211} 

The destructive storm that results when Ella discharges her colonial waste is a 

motif that suggests Shakespeare's The Tempest and C~saire's Une Tempete with their 

Prospero/Caliban dyads of colonizer/colonized, a connection that will be explo~ed later. 

Mass Cyrus refers to the destructive results of Ella's healing as a "lightening storm" and a 

"thunder storm" but not as either a tempest or a hurricane. According to Peter Hulme, the 

word tempest is preferred in Shakespeare because a tempest is "Interpretable through the 

master code of Providence" while the Arawak derived word hurricane is "Less a message 

from god for his chosen people than an aspect of savagery" (Hulme 102, 99). Ella's storm 
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is neither a sign from a Christian god or a sign of savagery but rather suggests the 

upheaval in 1919, a year that saw the development of strikes and a labor movement in 

Jamaica and the rise of Jamaica-born Marcus Garvey's pan-African movement in New 

York City. Joyce Walker-Johnson examines the context of Myal and in particular its 

setting in 1919, a year of rioting and "civil disturbances" that signified a new phase of 

resistance among Jamaicans, a turning point in the condition of formerly enslaved and 

still colonized people. Mass Cyrus refers to this change in attitude and beginning of anti-

colonial activities when he says "what a bam-bam". 

The freak storm in his grove may be understood as a reference to the 
reverberations from the disturbances in 1919. He anticipates a chain reaction 
when the 'gray mass' (a metonymic rendering of 'brain' and hence, 'ideas') starts 
oozing out of the 'rigid, staring, silent female' (Walker-Johnson 55). 

Through various clues in the novel, Brodber shows the healing process as an 

evolution of the colonized consciousness from a state of voiceless zombification to a 

condition of self-awareness and acquiring voice through political acts and the 

development of ideological resistance to colonialism. Thus slave rebellions are· linked to 

the post-slavery labor movement and slave songs of resistance are related to Bob Marley's 

reggae songs with their anti-colonial message. Brodber shows this link by using the line 

"What nigger for to do" from a slave song and the line "Half the history has never been 

told" from "Get Up, Stand Up", a Bob Marley song which states "Half [the history] has 

never been told [And now that the children have seen the light They're gonna stand up for 

their right]" (Anita Waters 1). These songs are oral traditions that keep alive the stories of 

resistance that haven't always been recorded in the printed histories. 

The SUbjugation of Africans by force was accompanied by the attempt tl;> instill in 
them, both physically and culturally a sense of their own inherent inferiority, 
offset by a sense of the inherent superiority of the master race. That slavery lasted 
as long as it did and was followed by another 130 years of colonial rule attest to 
the strength of that force ... [yet] Africans have resisted both slavery and 
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colonialism; indeed even before they left the continent itself. And they resisted in 
the same mode meeting force with counterforce, ideas with ideas (Chevannes 10). 

This resistance has taken the form of slave rebellions, the post-slavery Morant 

Bay Rebellion of 1865, the 1919 strike wave and the general strike of 1938. It has also 

been expressed in the revivals of indigenous spirituality such as Myalism and 

Rastafarianism and in the continued subversive use of oral tradition from slave songs to 

reggae. "The vUlgar body of knowledge produced by the people .. .is devalued. In all 

domains, the 'vulgar' is that which can be traced to 'Africa'; the 'refined' is that which can 

be traced to 'Europe'" (Cooper 8). The traditional African culture that was denigrated as 

"vulgar" or inferior by the colonizer has been reclaimed by Jamaican authors and 

musicians such as Erna Brodber, Bob Marley and Louise Bennett. 

The casual centrality of the 'supernatural' in Brodber's fiction is also an excellent 
example of the writer's adaptation of marginalised thematic concepts from the oral 
tradition which she legitimizes in the very process of 'writing them up'. But if the 
oral, broadly defined, does achieve 'status' once it appears in written form, it 
nevertheless contaminates the written as subversive praxis. What Brodber 
actually writes in Myal is an alternative curriculum that challenges the process of 
zombification whereby the colonized/educated mind assumes the convenient state 
of living dead, easily manipulable (Cooper 3). 

Ella O'Grady as a light-skinned racially mixed Jamaican woman is the 

embodiment of Jamaica's complex history of slavery and racism and her body expresses 

her rebellion against this history. The use of physical force to maintain the institution of 

slavery was buttressed by ideological arguments for the inferiority of African peoples. 

"The Europeans evolved a sophisticated and carefully calibrated hierarchy of skin tones, 

beginning with themselves at the very top and descending to pure African at the very 

base" (Chevannes 9). Even in recent years, the darkest Jamaicans are at the lowest rung 

of the socio-economic hierarchy. Thus Ella's light-skin was resented by her darker class

mates and admired by her white husband who tries to make her all white. 



90 

"A second line of attack was against the culture of the Africans. Strenuous efforts 

were made, if not to cause the people to forget Africa, at least to make them think of it as 

an uncivilized, primitive place" (Chevannes 10). The colonial process by which she has 

become the "living dead" is gradually revealed in the novel. Ella's colonial education 

teaches her the superiority of European culture and the inferiority of her Africa~ ancestry. 

Ella's exorcism and Mass Cyrus' remarks about rebellion are followed by a flashback to 

Ella at age 13 reciting Kipling's poem about the "whiteman's burden" which describes 

black people as "Half devil and half child" (Brodber 6). Thus the half Irish half Jamaican 

Ella reciting a poem that establishes a binary relationship between black and white 

demonstrates the genesis of her split identity. 

Ella is in-between not only because she is racially mixed with a Jamaican mother 

and an Irish father, but because she is a colonized woman who has received a typical 

colonial education while growing up in the "country bush of yam vines, coco roots and 

coconut trees" (Brodber 6). This type of education describes English culture and even 

English landscapes inhabited by light-skinned people though the Jamaican people 

inhabited darker skins, tropical landscapes and African influenced cultures. Her 

education informs Ella that black people are "half-devils" and Cali bans who need to be 

civilized by the white colonizer yet if she is both black and white, she must enact this 

conflict internally. Ella's condition also resembles Edward Brathwaite's discussion of 

creolization. 

Here in Jamaica, fixed within the dehumanizing institution of slavery, were two 
cultures of people, having to adapt themselves to a new environment and to each 
other. The friction created by this confrontation was cruel, but it was also creative 
(Brathwaite 307). 
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Ella has been ostracized by her classmates because they think that she is too 

white. She only encounters people who resemble her in her colonial textbooks. "She met 

Peter Pan and she met the Dairy Maid who could pass for her sister -same two long plaits 

and brownish" (Brodber 11). Through reading these stories, Ella travels in her 

imagination to other worlds. "She had been to England several times. To Scotland too 

and had watched them playing the bagpipes ... Peter had taken her into a coal mine and 

up through a chimney and she had come out looking more like her mother" (Brodber 11). 

Eventually the Reverend Brassington's white wife notices Ella and feels concern for her 

in-between condition. Maydene Brassington has observed and understood her husband's 

difficult position of being mixed race. She realizes that he has adapted himselflo the 

colonizing culture and is concerned about the effect of this adaptation. When she listens 

to Ella's recitation of Kipling, she recognizes a parallel to William. 

He must have grown up like that little girl. One strange face in a sea of colour. 
Lonely among his own people. . .That little girl looked as if she was fly.ing. 
Totally separated from the platform and from the people around her. Not just by 
colour but as an angel in those Sunday school cards is separated from the people 
below. Swimming in the sky, or flying or whatever, in that ethereal fashion over 
all below (Brodber 17)6 

Maydene realizes that Ella's soul is split from her body and that Ella is not happy 

"up there in the sky. She wants to be real" (Brodber 17). She. understands partially the 

process of spirit thievery as something that the white colonizer and missionary has 

enacted on the native people by separating them from their culture and native spirituality. 

Now her husband, William, who like Ella has a split identity, is practicing spirit thievery 

6Ella flies because she identifies with the texts she has been reading such as Peter Pan. in which the 
characters fly. She also flies because she is associated with Ariel. the spirit in The Tempest. See Roberto 
Fernandez Retamar. "Caliban: Notes towards a Discussion of Culture in Our America." Massachusetts 
Review 15 (1974): 7-72 for a discussion of Ariel as the post-colonial intellectual. "There is no real Ariel
Cali ban polarity: both are slaves in the hands of Prospera ... But Cali ban is the rude and unconquerable 
master of the island. while Ariel. a creature of the air. although also a child of the isle. is the intellectual (p. 
28). In C~saire's Voe TeIDpete. Ariel is a mulatto like Ella. 
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on his congregation by insisting that the people wear European style clothes and abandon 

their head-dresses and colourful attire. Maydene accuses William of "Taking away these 

people's spirit" (Brodber 18) She realizes that this is caused by his fear of going back to 

his past. Maydene adopts Ella at least in part to help William. Her concern for Ella is 

influenced by her concern for William. She would like to help Ella reconnect h.er soul to 

her body and accept herself as mulatto, a mingling of black and white. Given the nature 

of colonial education which polarizes white and black, racially mixed people like William 

and Ella are put in the schizoid position of believing they must be either one race or the 

other. Consequently William and Ella have repressed their connection to Black! African 

culture. Maydene approaches Ella's mother and asks permission to take Ella into her 

home. Eventually the Brassingtons send Ella to Baltimore with Mrs. Johnny Bums and 

there she meets Selwyn Langley, who is introduced as a twentieth century version of 

Rochester in Bronte's Jane Eyre. 

If Selwyn Langley had been born in eighteenth or nineteenth century Britain and 
of upper class parentage, he would have been called a black sheep. He would 
have been sent off to Jamaica and would have met Ella O'Grady and chosen her 
from among his stock to be his housekeeper. He would have given her two 
children, made his fortune and returned to England as an ordinary sheep ready for 
his rightful place in the fold there and she would have been left with a small 
consideration, and her children, with what she could make of it, along with their 
very profitable skin colour. But this chap was American and not even upper class 
(Brodber 42). 

Jane Eyre was a governess that her employer Rochester wanted to convert into his 

lady. It is noteworthy that Charlotte Bronte, the author of Jane Eyre, had an Irish father. 

Historically, poor Irish women were often servants of the English in other colonies as 

well as in Ireland. In No Country for Young Men, Michael comments on this traditional 

employment for the emigrant Irish woman with his description of their great-aunt, an 

elderly nun who comes to live with them. "Deferent and over-polite, she reminded him of 
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something and he saw now what it was: "The Governess arrives, as shown in old 

cartoons" (O'Faolain 54). The author's statement that if Selwyn Langley had been born 

in eighteenth or nineteenth century Britain he would chose Ella O'Grady to be his 

housekeeper also suggests Lewis' remarks about white men who acquire brown women as 

mistresses "under the appellation of housekeepers". These women do much of the 

household labor as well as servicing the sexual appetites of their masters. "She is 

perpetually in the hospital, nurses the children, can bleed and mix up medicines ... This 

kind of connexion is considered by a brown girl in the same light as marriage" (Lewis 86-

87). This was the relationship between Ella's parents since her Jamaican mother was the 

housekeeper to the Irish policeman by whom she conceived Ella. 

Women servants like Ella's mother were often expected to become the master's 

mistress and in this capacity, they were receptacles for the sexual needs and "waste" of 

colonial men. In Jane Eyre, Rochester had already used several mistresses to serve his 

needs and married Bertha only to eventually regard her also as a site of contamination 

due to her "prodigious" sexual desires. According to Alain Corbin's study of the function 

of "Commercial Sexuality in Nineteenth-Century France", sexuality in excess makes the 

prostitute literally putrid as "demonstrated by the odor she emits" (Corbin 210): Thus 

prostitution is a method of segregating the dirt, or what is socially unacceptable, in order 

to preserve domestic order just as colonialism can serve to segregate or exile the dirt of 

the metropo1e. Corbin connects the prostitute with that "chain of resigned female bodies, 

originating in the lower classes and bound to the instinctive physical needs of upper-class 

males", a class that includes nursery maids and housekeepers, who like prostitutes are at 

the "beck and call of the bourgeois body" (Corbin 212-13). 
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Selwyn's, and Rochester's form of misrepresentation, called "spirit thievery" in 

Brodber's novel, is enacted on colonized women through psycho-sexual violation. Jane 

Eyre is an orphan who becomes a governess to Rochester's daughter and eventually 

marries him after his "mad" wife Bertha burns to death. Rochester has constructed 

Bertha as animal and madwoman contrasted to Jane as "delicate and aerial" (Bronte 227). 

When he describes to Jane his intention of dressing her in satin, lace and jewels, Jane 

protests that he will make her into an "ape in a harlequin's jacket" (Bronte 228). Likewise 

Ella's suitor, Selwyn Langley, remakes Ella into a "full Irish girl" with the "powdering 

and the plucking of eyebrows, the straightening of the hair" (Brodber 43). Ella is light 

enough to have entered America as a white person. Selwyn takes her innocence when he 

explains to her that she is in fact not white but "mulatto" and encourages her to pass for 

pure Irish. 

Like Bronte's Rochester, Selwyn remakes Ella O'Grady: "The creator loved his 

creature ... Just one teeny little lie; her parents had come from Ireland" (Brodber 43). Ella 

has already experienced the social alienation of being a light-skinned hybrid in the dark

skinned bush community. Now Selwyn, acting as an anthropologist-colonizer tries to 

civilize and whiten her thus alienating her even further from herself and her community. 

Ella has been both sexually and psychologically violated by her spouse/master Selwyn 

Langley. The sexual violation occurs when Selwyn uses prophylactics without 

explaining this to Ella who wants to become pregnant and is too naive to understand 

Selwyn's deception. She has been violated psychologically because Selwyn has stolen 

her stories of her childhood in the bush. "He wanted to be in that room alone with her, to 

light a fire and have her take him into a tropical December and have her show him its 

jungle and tell him its strange tales" (Brodber 46). The last words Ella speaks while 

watching the play are "It didn't go so." She is shocked by Selwyn's misrepresentations of 
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her stories. Not only does he steal the stories like Prospero stole Caliban's knowledge of 

the island, but he transforms them into a colonial text that constructs Ella as white and is 

entirely different from her version of the stories. Selwyn has committed manichean 

representational violence on Ella, entirely erasing her black ancestry. 

Ella's mother, "Mammy Mary", and Ella are not represented in their shades of 

light or mixed skin color. Ella is a white-skinned girl with "flowing blonde hair" and she 

is being chased by "outstretched black hands" (Brodber 83). In fact the Grove Town 

characters are totally in black-face like a minstrel show. "The black of their skins shone 

on stage, relieved only by the white of their eyes and the white of the chalk around their 

mouths. Everybody's hair was in plaits and stood on end and everybody's clothes were 

the strips of cloth she had told him Ole African wore" (Brodber 83). The restoration of 

this colonial binary logic of black and white shocks Ella who now realizes that her 

mulatto identity is outside of this binary logic. This shock produces the psychosomatic 

pregnancy which is really a form of constipation with colonial waste. 

Everyone of them Grove Town people whom Ella had known was there. Like an 
old army boot, they were polished, wet, polished again and burnished. The black 
of their skins shone on stage, relieved only by the white of their eyes and the 
white of the chalk around their mouths (Brodber 83). 

As Ella watches the play she discovers the way it steals the spirit and voice of the 

colonized and constructs a racist duality of colonizer and colonized, civilized and savage, 

Prospero and Caliban, Jane and Bertha. Cali ban and Bertha are constructed by "the 

colonizer as the projected "dark thing" from within himself, the dark thing being his 

natural instincts, especially sexuality. As Spivak observes in her discussion of "Three 

Women's Texts and a Critique of Imperialism", imperialism constructs the native, or 

creole in the case of Bertha, as savage, occupying the boundary between animal and 



human, in order to construct the colonizer as a European subject with a mission to 

civilize the native. 

[Bertha] must play out her role, act out the transformation of her 'self into that 
fictive Other, set fire to the house and kill herself, so that Jane Eyre can become 
the feminist individualist heroine of British fiction. [We] must read this as an 
allegory of the general epistemic violence of imperialism, the construction of a 
self-immolating colonial subject for the glorification of the social mission of the 
colonizer. At least Rhys sees to it that the woman from the colonies is not 
sacrificed as an insane animal for her sister's consolidation (Spivak 251) 
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After Selwyn has drained her of the Grove Town stories, he begins to lose interest 

in her because he is preoccupied with writing a play about these stories. Ella 

simultaneously begins to wonder why she isn't pregnant. Due to her innocence, Ella 

doesn't understand that Langley has used prophylactics during sex to prevent her 

pregnancy. Now realizing that she is a mulatto, Ella wonders if indeed it is her condition 

of mulatto that has made her unable to reproduce. According to Long, two mulattos will 

never have children but "Since my arrival in Jamaica, I have reason to believe the 

contrary, and that mulattos breed together just as well as blacks and whites; but they are 

almost universally weak and effeminate persons" (Lewis 55). 

Ella believes that because she is a mulatto, neither purely white nor purely black, 

she is bad or dirty. Yet she understands that because she is "dirty", she cannot let Jesus 

enter "through the right door". Ella believes that she is bloated because Jesus has entered 

her uterus but in reality something has entered through an even less suitable "door". Ella 

as the drain for colonial waste is bloated because her bowels are filled with feces. 

Selwyn has appropriated both Ella's biological reproductive capacity and her textual 

reproductive capacity or her stories. The trauma of this double appropriation is fully 

realized by Ella as she watches Selwyn's play, thus bringing her to the state of . 



zombification described at the novel's opening scene. An unfortunate reminder of her 

own apparent sterility, Selwyn represents Grove Town as unnaturally fruitful. 
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There were breadfruits at the same time as there were star-apples as there were 
mangoes. Selwyn knew nothing about Easter as star-apple time; mid-summer for 
mangoes and the end of summer, the breadfruit season .. .It was unnatural and it 
shook Ella but all her obsessed soul could register was: 'Everything is a fruit 
except me'. Months later it was to become: 'He has given fruit to everyone except 
me'(Brodber 83). 

After· seeing the play and realizing the extent to which her innermost self has 

been appropriated and misrepresented, she stops speaking: "A couple months more and 

her belly was over-sized. She was carrying the baby Jesus. Then she stopped uttering 

completely. Stopped doing anything. Even stopped going to the lavatory" (Brodber 83). 

Her only thought is, "He has given fruit to everyone except me." Ella recognizes that the 

fruitfulness of Selwyn's play results from his translation of her stolen stories and 

reproductive capacity into the textual magic of his play. Selwyn's perversion of both her 

biological reproduction and of her cultural reproduction or stories has produced Ella's 

madness. 

The figure of the 'mad', withdrawn woman, the ultimate victim of injustice, can be 
seen then as a metaphor for the damaged West Indian psyche during the periods 
covered in the novels (post-Emancipation to the early 19505); and very likely, in 
the present. The withdrawn psychotic state anatomized in the fiction corresponds 
with the passive 'victim mentality' so common in our post-colonial societies, 
where the ills of the past have not been healed, and the organizations of the 
present power structure seem to be indifferent to the individual or positively 
hostile to his/her need for self-affirmation (O'Callaghan 58). 

Evelyn O'Callaghan analyzes the motif of madness in novels by female Caribbean 

authors, incIuding.Erna Brodber's Jane and Louisa Will Soon Come Home. She 

especially concentrates on the character of AntoinettelBertha in Rhys' Wide Sargasso 

Sea. Rhys' novel is a revision of Bertha's story from Jane Eyre, where she is the mad 



98 

wife that Rochester has locked in his attic. In Rhys' version, Rochester is responsible for 

Antoinette's madness. He has degraded her and stripped her of her identity by even 

renaming her. Finally he takes her to England removing her from her home and cultural 

context. As a result, "Antoinette finds herself divided between cultures, between 

emotions, between roles/false-selves, between places, even between life and death, until 

she becomes a 'zombie' her 'true self withdrawn and her physical body like a 'marionette,' 

enacting empty actions" (O'Callaghan 103). O'Callaghan mainly uses the theories of 

British psychologist R.D. Laing which concentrate on the conflict between a false self, or 

mask, enacted publicly in order to please others and the person's submerged real identity. 

She also uses the ideas of Caribbean writers such as Orlando Patterson and George 

Lamming who have examined the psychological effects of colonialism on the Caribbean 

identity. Dominant-submissive relationships modeled on the colonizer- colonized 

contract are at the foundation of the social order. 

Like their male counterparts, but in a more subtle way and from another 
perspective, these women writers are dealing with the West Indian 'quest for 
identity' -using the psychic damage and distorted self-image of the individual as 
metaphors for a kind of pervasive 'illness' to which our societies are prone as a 
result of the colonial encounter. The interior schisms dramatized in fiction may 
be interpreted as the symptoms of the dangerous lack of ontological security still 
prevalent in our region--manifested in continuing 'outward directedness': 
continuing regard for foreign culture, denigration of local traditions .. .If a lesson 
may be learned from these novels it is that if we continue to avoid such central 
issues, that way madness lies" (O'Callaghan 104). 

The mental confusion and indeed the schizoid split between body and soul, black 

and white in the colonized psyche of Ella can be found in the representations of this 

psychologically colonized state of consciousness in the other three novels. In No 

Country for Young Men. Judith's mind is compared to a bog. After being forced to join 

a convent and then given shock treatments to keep her from revealing the truth, 

"Compartments within her mind seemed to have collapsed, so that she could only with 
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difficulty keep things separate. She sometimes confused everyday reality with what was 

only to be considered real in a spiritual sense" (O'Faolain 194-5). Like Ella who felt 

there was something like "Gauze in her head where her mind should be", Sisterludith felt 

as if she were "Living behind a sheet of glass. A shroud. Some insulating chemical. She 

was cut off and had no rights. No place of her own. No privacy" (Brodber 80; O'Faolain 

200). 

In Erdrich's novel Tracks, Pauline, who is a mixture of white and Native 

American, becomes a nun because she wants to be completely white so that she will not 

suffer as she believes the Indians are destined to suffer. She has a vision of Jesus Christ 

evidently induced by her self-imposed starvation in which He tells her that she is not 

"One speck of Indian but wholly white"(Erdrich 137). However, her Christianity takes 

the form of pathological self-abuse because she hates her native ancestry. Pauline's 

illness is an extreme response to manichean ideology. 

I put burrs in the armpits of my dress and screw grass in my stockings and nettles 
in my neckband. Superior forced me to turn my shoes the right way around, but I 
let my toenails grow until it ached to walk again and each step reminded me of 
His tread on the path to Calvary (Erdrich 152). 

In Lucha Corpi's Delia's Song, the main character is a young Chicana who has lost 

her brothers, suffered the disappointment of her ideals in the Chicano student movement 

especially the 1969 Berkeley student strike and is exhausted from finishing a Ph.D. which 

she felt would please her parents and_ compensate them for the loss of their sons. Delia's 

condition resembles a Mexican folk disease called susto which is the loss of soul or vital 

essence that occurs especially among those who feel obligated to meet impossible 

expectations. She is frightened by her condition wondering" Am I going mad For 

madwomen only Dropping to my knees Praying Was I praying I can't even 
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remember" (Corpi, Delia's SongI2). Finally through her journal writing which becomes a 

novel, Delia discovers how she has internalized the oppressor, the man in the nightmare 

who sliced her tongue. "'I was making myself pay. Code of silence Victim arid 

victimizer The code of silence Silence Silence I sliced my own tongue 

Dios What have I done to myself' (Corpi 145 This is Corpi's spacing) Delia 

eventually heals herself by writing the stories of her life and her recurring nightmares. 

As is evidenced by the emergence from madness into a new consciousness for at 

least some of these women characters particularly Ella, "madness" can constitute an 

opportunity for a rebirth of the true self. At the same time as Selwyn is emptying Ella of 

her stories in order to whiten her by blackening the Grove Town people, he also reminds 

her of this Grove Town background that was buried under the Peter Pan illusions of her 

colonial education. Although Selwyn violates Ella's psyche by stealing her stories of her 

childhood in rural Grove Town, stories of Ole African for example, his violation is 

ultimately beneficial because his draining of her stories reconnects her with her body and 

her split-off Afro-Caribbean identity. The draining brought clarity so that Ella could 

remember the people and landscape of Grove Town. The shock of her exposure to the 

colonization process via Selwyn is ultimately beneficial but only after Ella has been 

treated by Mass Cyrus and is allowed to expel the waste of colonial texts which clogs her 

psyche as well as her stomach with binary representations that bear no relationship to 

Jamaican reality. 

With her hymen and a couple of months of marriage gone, there was a clean, clear 
passage from Ella's head through her middle and right down to outside. Poisons 
drained out of her body. When she flexed her big toe, she could feel the muscles 
in her head react. Her parts were at one with each other. And even her mind 
came into the act. It was now struggling for a balance with her body. For years 
there had been something like gauze in her head where she supposed her mind to 
be. It stretched flat across her head, separating one section of her mind from the 
other - the top section. At the bottom were Mammy Mary and them Grove Town 
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people. . .She first noticed the draining when Selwyn started to come around and 
most noticeably when he held her hand. The gauze barrier was melting. A great 
big part of it disintegrated altogether during her honeymoon and by now Mammy 
Mary and them Grove Town people were very clear. (Brodber 80). 

What Ella suffers is not insanity but mental confusion due to colonialism's 

imposition of a schizoid identity on the colonized. Orlando Patterson's analysis of 

slavery as a form of social death is relevant to Ella's condition of zombification through 

spirit thievery. According to Patterson whose study of slavery encompassed Greco

Roman slavery as well as the European use of African slaves in the Americas, slavery 

entails a form of "Forced alienation, the loss of ties of birth in both ascending and 

descending generations. It also has the important nuance of a loss of native status, of 

deracination .. The slave was the ultimate human tool, as imprintable and as disposable as 

the master wished" (Patterson 7). The master usually gave the slave a new name, just as 

Rhys' Rochester renames Antoinette as Bertha, thus stripping her or him of their identity 

as non-slave. The slave's body was often marked in a particular way to signify the slave's 

status as property, such marks included tattooing, branding, scars from whipping. 

Because the slave was alienated from an identity and a community both "desocialized" 

and "depersonalized", slhe was defined as a "socially dead person", a "nonbeing" 

(Patterson 38). 

The essence of slavery is that the slave, in his social death, lives on the margin 
between community and chaos, life and death, the sacred and the secular. Already 
dead, he lives outside the mana of the gods and can cross the boundaries with 
social and supernatural impunity (Patterson 51). 

Frantz Fanon addresses the continuation of this sense of non-being or non-identity 

in the post-slavery colonized black person. Because the black person is conditioned to 

feel that blackness is evil, inferior, subhuman and even invisible, s/he has only two 

choices, either to become white or remain inferior and invisible. Fanon discusses the 
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process of lactification as black women's preference for white or light-skinned men in 

order to reproduce children that are whiter and therefore more privileged than themselves. 

However, the concept of lactification can also apply to the adoption of European culture 

and values through colonial education enabling one to become a member of the colonial 

bureaucracy. Of course, the ability to rise in this manner was often contingent on having 

light skin color. 

As Orlando Patterson observes in his study of slavery as social death, a similar 

form of social death occurs, though perhaps to a lesser degree, among all oppressed 

people, whether victims of slavery, colonization or other conditions of oppressipn. "It is 

truly remarkable how consistent are the attributes of the expression of generalized 

dishonor not only among all slaves but among all oppressed peoples" (Patterson 12). The 

Rastafarians, which are an implicit presence in Myal suggested both by the line from a 

Bob Marley song and by the 'dreadful hair' of 'Ole African', also understand the colonial 

production of "separation from the self [which] does not result in death, but in madness. 

A mad or 'foolish' person is one who has lost his shadow" (Chevannes 28). 

In the intrusive mode the slave was conceived of as someone who did not belong 
because he [she] was an outsider, while in the extrusive mode the slave became an 
outsider because he [she] did not (or no longer) belonged. In the former the slave 
was an external exile, an intruder; in the latter he [she ] was an internal exile, one 
who had been deprived of all claims of community (Patterson 44) 

Ella is raised in the bush where she is isolated because of her whiteness. Even the 

teachers treat her as invisible in the classroom. However, through "osmosis" Ella absorbs 

the colonial education of the classroom just as she had absorbed the oral traditions and 

natural phenomena of the bush. Ironically, the maps and texts seem more real than Ella. 

Maydene wonders if Ella too would like to be real, i.e. material, and not merely abstract: 

"But she is not happy up there in the sky. She wants to be real" (Brodber 17). Ella's 
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unreality resembles the socially liminal condition of the slave, or in the case of Ella, the 

colonized hybrid, who bore the liminal status of the institutionalized outsider. 

Once more unrecognized, Ella would stare through the windows ... When 
they brought out the maps and showed Europe, it rose from the paper in three 
dimensions, grew big, came right down to her seat and allowed her to walk on it, 
feel its snow, invited her to look deep down into its fjords and dykes. She met 
people who looked like her. She met Peter Pan and she met the Dairy Maid who 
could pass for her sister (Brodber 11). 

In Patterson's and Fanon's descriptions of the social death or non-being of the 

colonized person, we can recognize not only Ella's condition of zombification but also 

the similar conditions of various characters in the other novels, who are caught in a 

threshold state between being alive and being dead. Delia in Delia's Song repeatedly 

wonders if she is "already dead" After she arrives at a Day of the Dead party so 

disheveled that she resembles "Dracula the undead", she has an affair with a man 

masquerading as the "dead" James Joyce (Corpi 69). Pauline in Tracks is midwife to the 

dead and dying. She not only handles the dead, washing and dressing their bodies for 

burial, but she even assists the dying to enter into death. "Perhaps, hand over hand, I 

could have drawn her back to shore, but I saw very clearly that she wanted to be gone .. 

. That is why I put my fingers in the air between us, and I cut where the rope was frayed 

down to string" (Erdrich, Tracks 68). Later when Fleur's newborn and Lulu are both 

threatened with death, Pauline follows Fleur over the threshold into the world of the dead 

and watches her gamble for and retrieve Lulu's soul, though she fails to recover her 

newborn's. 

In No Country for Young Men, some of the Irish, especially Judith and Grainne, 

seem to inhabit a liminal, threshold space. Grainne's son Cormac refers to the women at 

the shelter they visit as zombies. James, the visiting Yank, thinks of the Irishmen in the 
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pub as Draculas because of their primitive dental work. Grainne in conversation with 

James wonders if it's Halloween because the "souls of the dead seem to be about" and she 

feels as if she is "between worlds" (O'Faolain 96). Judith is in a perpetual state of 

confusion because she has been given shock treatments to silence her. She often tells the 

story of the fairy mound which is between worlds and outside of time and in fa~t is often 

used in folklore as the realm of the souls of the dead. There are frequent references in No 

Country for Young Men to the "slave mind" of the Irish and in fact, there are historical 

precedents for associating the Irish with slavery (O'Faolain 72). In 1652 an Act of 

Settlement was decreed that the "entire native popUlation was to be forcibly evicted from 

the three most fertile provinces and herded beyond the Shannon into the poorest province 

of all--Connacht" (Costigan 80). The purpose of this act was to compensate Cromwell's 

as yet unpaid soldiers with Irish land and this confiscation was justified as representing 

retribution for Protestant losses in the 1641 Irish Catholic rebellion against Protestant 

rule. 

Under the Act of 1652 some eight thousand persons were liable to the death 
penalty. About two hundred of the most prominent leaders of the rising were 
actually executed; but thousands of young Irish men and women were shipped out 
as slaves to the sugar plantations in Barbados and to Jamaica, which had recently 
been conquered from Spain (Costigan 81). 

Two centuries later in 1845-47, the still dispossessed Irish peasants suffered a 

devastating famine because the British would not allow them to supplement their failed 

potato crop with the foods destined for export. "One of the most remarkable 

circumstances connected with the Famine is that while tens of thousands were dying of 

hunger, Irish grain was being exported to England, where .. .it still commanded high 

prices" (Costigan 174). While Irish men, women and children literally starved in their 

huts or were deported to Canada, the British ruling class still refused to admit any 

responsibility for the Irish condition. Indeed Carlyle in 1849 used the plight of the 
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famine Irish as an argument in favor of slavery, suggesting that the Irish were starving 

because they were incapable of providing for themselves. 

Alas, look at that group of unsold, unbought, unmarketable Irish 'free' citizens, 
dying there in the ditch whither my Lord of Rackrent and the constitutional 
sheriffs have evicted them; or at those 'divine missionaries,' of the same free 
country, now traversing, with rags on back, and child on each arm, the principal 
thoroughfares of London, to tell men what 'freedom' really is; --and admit that 
there may be doubts on that point! (Carlyle 382). 

As I worked on novels by women authors from colonized cultures, it became 

apparent that Caliban could be as much based on English perceptions of the "savage" 

Irish as on knowledge of the "savage" Caribbean native. Shakespeare's Tempest was first 

performed in 1611, 15 years after Edmond Spenser wrote A View of the Present State of 

Ireland, which represents the Irish as barbarians and shows concern lest the colonizing 

English be corrupted by their proximity to such "strange and heathenish" customs: 

Eudox: What is this that ye say of so many as remain English of them? . 
Why are not they that were once English abiding English still? 

Iren: No, for the most part of them are degenerated and grown almost mere Irish, 
yea and more malicious to the English than the very Irish themselves. 

Eudox: What hear I? And is it possible that an Englishman brought up naturally in 
such sweet civility as England affords could find such liking in that barbarous 
rudeness that he should forget his own nature and forgo his own nation? 
(Spenser 48) 

Whereas Spencer is preoccupied with purity, Myal is about Ella O'Grady's mixed 

Irish and Afro-Caribbean descent, recognizing the mingling of genes and cultures that 

resulted from the colonization of Ireland and Jamaica and the impossibility of r~storing 

either the culture itself or the subjectivities of the colonized to a pre-colonial purity. In 

this novel, boundaries between personal and political, colonizer and colonized, 

"madness" and sanity are explored and a descent into internal hells is a prerequisite for 
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creating a new identity based on the intersection of pre-colonial (African-Caribbean) and 

colonial symbolic systems. In particular, discursive representations of the colonial 

encounter have tended to deny this dissolution of boundaries and try to establish splits 

between mind and body, savage and civilized, nature and society that disempower and 

disembody colonized men and women as well as their colonizers. These binary splits of 

European epistemologies constitute the background for Ella's loss of soul. If she is half 

black and half white, she cannot be only white but must reconcile these halves that have 

been constructed as binary opposites. 

Thus if Ella must choose to be white, this means she is a soul without a body, 

"Swimming in the sky, or flying or whatever, in that ethereal fashion over all below" 

(Brodber 17). Eventually sexual relations with Selwyn begins to reconnect her 

disembodied mind with her material body. The construction of white European colonizer 

as bodiless mind and the colonized native as mindless body can be traced to texts such as 

Shakespeare's The Tempest, reflected in Ella's tempest. In Shakespeare's play, Pro spero 

is the civilizing intellectual who describes Caliban as a "born devil, on whose nature 

Nurture can never stick" (Shakespeare 105). Thus this Caliban is as resistant to civilizing 

influences as wilderness might be resistant to cultivation. 

As colonizer, Prospero and his successor Selwyn steal the natives' knowledge of 

nature and transform it into the waste of empire. Selwyn is the Prospero of Brodber's 

novel. According to Cali ban, Prospero stole his island by the sorcery in his books and 

gained knowledge of the natural environment through Caliban's love. "I loved thee and 

showed thee all the qualities 0' th'isle, the fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and 

fertile" (Shakespeare 45). Aime Cc~saire's revised Caliban in Une Tempete accuses 
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Anyhow, you only think she's dead because you think the earth itself is dead .. .It's 
so much simpler that way! Dead, you can walk on it, pollute it, you can tread 
upon it with the steps of a conqueror. I respect the earth, because I know that it 
is alive, and I know that Sycorax is alive (Cesaire 15). 

Like Cesaire's Caliban, Brodber's Mass Cyrus communicates emotionally with 

nature. He is surrounded by trees and shrubs and "On their shoulders he always placed 

the sin-generated afflictions of the human world. They felt it" (Brodber 2). Thus Ella's 

reclamation of her body and its connection to the natural environment is related primarily 

to her identity as a colonized person and secondarily to the specifically sexualized form 

this takes for colonized females. It is essential to her cure that Ella is left there on the 

land to be healed by her contact with the animate landscape. The natural landscape in 

which her healing occurs is vibrating because it is absorbing the pain and confusion of 

Ella and the discomfort of Mass Cyrus who is attempting to heal this pain. The landscape 

as well as its human inhabitants bears the pain of colonization. 

Nellie was shocked. In all her born days she had never felt such bitter v·ibrations 
coming from Mass Cyrus. Poor little thing. Inside her furry coat the thin strip of 
flesh that was her body, trembled so violently that her feet, many though they 
were, could not hold the ground but skated her across the earth and under the dry 
trash and into the hollow at the root of the mango tree in search of friends and 
family. But although they all rushed to greet her and draped their little carpeted 
bodies over her or over those close to her in sympathy, the shaking did not cease 
but became a mighty hissing electric storm as she infected each little body with 
her tremors and each transmitted the infection to the other (Brodber 2) .. 

Ella's body is the site in which the symbolic systems of colonizer and colonized 

mingle. Her Irish father as well as her Caribbean mother are both British colonial 

subjects and yet the father is also in collaboration with colonialism as a policeman sent to 

maintain order. Ella's maternal grandparents appear to be North African, similar to the 
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origins of Sycorax. Thus even in this ancestry, relations of colonizer to colonized are 

obscured. Selwyn attempts to obscure this even further by insisting that Ella pass as 

Irish. Caliban is portrayed as having a grotesque body because, as Peter Hulme has 

indicated in Colonial Encounters, "The island is the meeting place of the play's 

topographical dualism ... ground of the mutually incompatible reference systems whose 

co-presence serves to frustrate any attempt to locate the island on a map [and] Caliban is 

similarly the ground of these two discourses" (Hulme 108). He therefore exists both as 

more physical than Prospero, a native body contrasted to European mind, and yet also as 

a discursive construct, his deformity signifying the intersection of incompatible symbolic 

systems. 

Cali ban, as an incarnation of a new category of the human, that of the 
subordinated 'irrational' and 'savage' native is now constituted as the lack of the 
'rational' Prospero, and the now capable-of-rationality-Miranda, by the Otherness 
of his/its physiognomic 'monster' difference .. .the now purely physiognomic 
difference came to provide a somatic mode of difference which would function 
from the early nineteenth century onwards as the primary 'totemic operator' of the 
principle of Sameness and Difference about which the present global, and now 
purely secular order, auto-regulates its socio-systemic hierarchies, incluc;ling those 
of gender, class, sexual preference, culture (Wynter 358-9). 

As a mulatto, Ella signifies the monstrous reproduction that Prospero fears would 

occur between Miranda and Caliban, through which the island would become peopled 

with Cali bans. In Brodber's novel, this fearsome hybridity has already occurred. Her 

mulatto body is simply a sign of a more threatening hybridity --the mingling of symbolic 

orders such that there is no clear "physiognomic" distinction between colonizer and 

colonized. The grotesque body of Caliban might be regarded as the vulgar body of the 

degraded colonized cultures, which resistance to colonialism revalidates. 

Myal's Ella is also an embodiment of these socio-systemic hierarchies, an 

anomaly constructed from the Calibans of Shakespeare and Cesaire combined with the 
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Jane Eyre-Bertha dyad of Charlotte Bronte and Jean Rhys which represents the schizoid 

colonized woman. Ella is confused because she has been zombified by her colonial 

education, but she is not grotesque though her body undergoes grotesque transformations 

due to its violation by her American husband, Selwyn who functions as colonizer by 

appropriating her spirit and translating it into the text of his play. Ella's body mimics 

pregnancy but in reality she is filled with excrement as a result of Selwyn's spirit 

thievery. 

The "epistemic violence" of imperialism is shown in the relationship of Prospero 

and Caliban. Prospero's secret studies in a fledgling, renaissance science enabled him to 

control the elements and to enslave Caliban, who is vulnerable as a result of his charity 

toward Prospero. Untouched by the individualism of the emerging capitalist ethic, 

Caliban shared his knowledge of nature on the island freely thus enabling Prospero to 

survive. Driven by his Faustian will to power, Prospero appropriated this knowledge, as 

Selwyn does with Ella's knowledge of Grove Town. He thereby usurped Caliban's 

position as master of the island defining Caliban as a bestial, subhuman creature without 

language, Spivak's "self-immolating colonial subject." 

In the Tempest, Prospero's magic is white only because he is white. In reality, his 

magic is spirit thievery and a totalitarian manipulation of his environment. Cali ban and 

Prospero represent the encounter between pre-colonial ways of knowing and the 

epistemological methods of renaissance science. The real epistemic violence of 

colonization is the attempt to separate cultures and values into polarities of good and evil, 

savage and civilized, white magic and black magic. Cesaire's reinterpretation of the 

Tempest explicitly portrays Prospero's magic as the profane, new scientific method that 

professes heretical theories about the shape of the Earth and the possibility of discovering 
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other lands. Caliban counters Prospero's scientific method with his knowledge of the 

natural world as a living ecosystem. Caliban proclaims to the imperialist usurper 

Prospero that he selfishly kept his "science and know-how ... for yourself alone, shut up 

in big books" whereas the native Caliban generously "taught you the trees, fruits, birds, 

the seasons" without which knowledge, Prospero could not have survived in a strange 

land (Cesaire 14). 

Brodber takes Cesaire's critique of imperialist epistemology even further by 

questioning the inherent violence of certain types of knowledge, "The kind that splits the 

mind from the body and both from the soul" (Brodber 2S). Throughout Myal, spirit 

thievery is practiced by Selwyn on Ella; and by Reverend Brassington in his attempt to 

anglicize his congregation. In order to restore his sexual ability, Mass Levi has been 

practicing a sort of voodoo on Anita as a result of which she is attacked by stones and 

senses a presence in her bed. Finally the community gathers for a healing ceremony 

after which Mass Levi is discovered dead of a heart attack in the latrine with his pants 

down and a doll resembling Anita on his lap. Reverends Brassington and Simpson have a 

conversation about zombification, which Simpson explains as resembling the entire 

colonization process that deprives the colonized of their culturally constructed integrity. 

People are separated from the parts of themselves that make them think and they 
are left as flesh only. Flesh that takes directions from someone. The thinking part 
of them is also used as nefariously ... 'immorally' might be a better word (Brodber 
lOS). 

Both Anita, who is the victim of Mass Levi's spirit thievery, and Ella, WJlO is thus 

violated by Selwyn Langley, are exposed to knowledge and pedagogies that split their 

minds from their bodies and "both from the soul and leaves each open to infiltration" 

(Brodber 2S). Thus the initial violation of subjectivity by an alienating form of 
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knowledge leaves the women open to subsequent violations by men. Both women are 

healed through a form of myalism, a religious movement that believed misfortunes such 

as poverty, illness, and oppression to be caused by European sorcery and that 

emphasized possession by the Holy Spirit. "Its initiation ritual, which he called the 'myal 

dance,' provided invulnerability to death caused by Europeans, that is European sorcery. 

According to Long, candidates enacted a ritual of death and rebirth .. dancing until they 

reached a state of dissociation resembling death" (Schuler 67). Thus myalism as an 

embodied spirituality would reunite the body and soul that have been split by European 

sorcery, or the knowledge that splits minds and bodies. 

Myal was transfixed on the Spirit as possessor and sought him in dreams and 
secluded retreat. Whereas Christianity placed its emphasis on transmitted 
knowledge ... Myal placed its emphasis on the experience of the Spirit. When 
followers found him it was to be filled by him, to be possessed. Possession by the 
Spirit thus became the quintessential experience of the myalized Christianity 
(Chevannes 19) 

Through the storm generated by her body, Ella manages to resist definit~on by 

Selwyn and at the same time containment by the text. Ella cannot be reduced to 

inanimate, disembodied print or to splitting mind from body, white from black. For 

sometime after viewing Selwyn's play and realizing the extent of her violation, Ella 

doesn't speak. When she finally does, her only words are "Mammy Mary's mulatto mule 

must have maternity wear" (Brodber 84). These words declare Ella's refusal to be 

lactified and deprived of her hybrid origins, black mother and white father, and her 

refusal to deny her mother. Ella is a mulatto, a hybrid, and cannot allow the colonizer to 

split her into solely black or white because she is both. 

Although Ella's voice is seldom heard in Myal, the reader sees the world from 

inside Ella's mind and experiences her painful struggles with dispossession by 
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culture and at the same time has the advantage of being able to participate in both 

symbolic systems since she is on the margins of both and thus able to transgress their 

boundaries. While Ella's anomalous body is still constructed through (the master's) 

language, it cannot be controlled by language. This body which has been invaded and 

drained psychosexually by her husband and then filled by him with the refuse of 
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imperialism is able to release this waste with the aid of the myal man, Mass Cyrus,and to 

reunite her split body and spirit. 

Brodber's novel is a printed text yet it critiques printed knowledge for complicity 

in zombifying the colonized. Throughout the novel, Brodber uses dialect, folklore and 

other examples of oral tradition to suggest that the recovery of spirit is achieved by 

recovering these oral traditions, or voice connected to body. Many stories, such as those 

about Nanny and Sam Sharpe leading slave revolts, exist mainly in oral tradition. 

Brodber has researched the use of oral tradition in social history and her novel suggests 

that another meaning for the half not told would be the half that is not preserved in print 

and must be recovered from fragments of oral tradition. 7 If print can separate soul from 

body, oral tradition can reembody the story and disclose the history of resistance to 

oppression, the half that hasn't been told. 

Jamaican, the preferred language of orality, assumes the burdens of the social 
stigmatization to which the practitioners of afrocentric ideology in Jamaica are 
continually subjected. Upward social mobility in Jamaica requires the shedding of 
the old skin of early socialization: mother tongue, mother culture, mother wit - the 
feminised discourse of voice, identity and native knowledge (Cooper 3)., 

The tales are one of the places where the most subversive elements of our history 
can be safely 10dged ... These tales encode what is overtly threatening to the 

7 see Brodber, Erna. "Oral Sources and the Creation of the Social History of the Caribbean" Jamaica 
.!wll:n.al16:4 (1983 ):2-10. 



113 

powerful into covert images of resistance so that they can live on in times when 
overt struggles are impossible or build courage in moments when it is. To create 
such tales is a collective process accomplished within a community bound by a 
particular historical purpose (Sistren 3). 

By allowing Ella's body to be her text, Brodber restores spirit to body and 

exemplifies oral tradition as an alternative to the disembodied discourse of the colonizer. 

This challenges the patriarchal transformation of bodily texts into supposedly rational 

master narrative. Ella reminds us of Freud's hysteria patients such as Bertha Pappenheim, 

known as Anna 0., who "regressed from the symbolic order of articulate German to the 

semiotic level of the body and the unintelligibility of foreign tongues" (Hunter 474). 

Freud translated and appropriated Bertha's body language and semiotic utterances into 

psychoanalytic theory just as Selwyn translated Ella's discourse into his play. Because 

Bertha eventually healed herself by becoming involved in social work, especially in 

protecting young girls from being sold into prostitution, Dianne Hunter asserts that 

Bertha's hysteria was a response to her social oppression as an intelligent woman denied 

educational and professional opportunities. 

In patriarchal socialization, the power to formulate sentences coincides 
developmentally with a recognition of the power of the father. In this light, 
Bertha Pappenheim's linguistic discord and conversion symptoms, her use of 
gibberish and gestures as means of expression, can be seen as a regression from 
the cultural order represented by her father as an orthodox patriarch (Hunter 474). 

In addition, Ella invokes both the Bertha of Jane Eyre and Rhys' rewriting of the 

story in Wide Sargasso Sea and the Bertha/Anna O. of Breuer's analysis. Selwyn ala 

Rochester attempts to "civilize" Ella, however, she metamorphoses into Bertha, the 

madwoman in Rochester's attic and the hysteric in Freud's office. Thus as 

subalternlhysteric, Ella does speak with her body. As Abena Busia states in her 

discussion of colonial women's silence, "for women, 'narrative' is not always and only, or 
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even necessarily, a speech act" (Busia 104). Busia's remarks apply to the example Spivak 

gives in "Can the Subaltern Speak?" of a woman who waited until the onset of 

menstruation to commit suicide so that her suicide would not be interpreted as her 

response to an illicit pregnancy. 

Through her body's tempestuous discharge of waste, Ella speaks about the web of 

life and the ways that colonization violates nature as well as natives' bodies and minds. 

Bertha Pappenheim staged an hysterical childbirth, which suggests an attempt t9 give 

birth to her new identity, not confined by patriarchal restrictions. Similarly Ella 

experiences a rebirth when she stages an hysterical pregnancy and generates a hurricane 

by discharging the waste that mimics pregnancy. Her rebirth is effected by the return of 

what has been repressed by a patriarchal colonialism that denies native knowledge and 

zombifies the colonized. If as Hunter claims "hysteria is feminism lacking a social 

network in the outer world", then Ella's hysteria indicates her need for a network of 

colonial resistance (Hunter 485). 

After her healing, Ella is ready to join the community of resistance to colonialism, 

whose members identity themselves as farmyard animals. Reverend Simpson is Mr. Dan; 

Miss Gatha is Mother Hen; the necromancer is Master Willie and Maydene is White Hen. 

Myal concludes with a discussion among these "animals' about decolonizing minds and 

spreading the consciousness of resistance. Ella has begun thinking about and questioning 

the negative message of the farm animal story. "Is that what I am to teach these children, 

Reverend Simpson? That most of the world is made up of zombies who cannot think for 

themselves or take care of themselves but must be taken care of by Mr. Joe and Benjie?" 

(Brodber 107). Brodber's characters use the term zombie or zombification 
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as a metaphor for the process of colonization that deprives the colonized of the ability to 

think for themselves. 

It is not a case of awakening the dead, but a matter of the semblance of death 
induced by some drug known to a few ... These men know the effect of the drug 
and the antidote. It is evident that it destroys that part of the brain which governs 
speech and will power. The victims can move and act but cannot formulate 
thought (Hur&ton 196). 

When Ella begins to understand the story of Mr. Joe's farm she recognizes the 

insidiousness of this story in which the animals go on strike but find they are unable to 

feed themselves. She notices that the "actual message is never told", thus forcing the 

children to enter "into complicity" with the story by providing their interpretation that the 

colonized or subjugated people are unable to survive without their masters. However, 

like the farm animals in the children's story critiqued by Ella, the "wretched of the earth" 

have often proved quite capable of thinking for themselves in strikes and other acts of 

rebellion. Indeed the year 1919 when Ella's hurricane disrupts the island, was a year when 

worldwide strikes combined with other international events offered an unsurpassed 

potential for social change throughout the world. 

Colonial education teaches children the "negative lesson" that when the "animals" 

on Mr. Joe's farm strike for their rights, they're so dependent on Mr. Joe's protection that 

they have to return to his farm. However, the roots of the animals' dependency is tha~like 

Caliban, their knowledge of their natural world has been taken from them and Prospero's 

book knowledge has been denied them. In order to resist colonial zombification, the 

colonized must reclaim their natural knowledge and acquire "just enough" of the master's 

tools to use as an "antidote". Ella's hybrid ambiguity includes an ability to utilize oral 

traditions as well as print culture and allows her to pass for white and thus to infiltrate the 

master's discursive order and subvert it. 
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My people have been separated from themselves White Hen, by several means, 
one of them being the printed word and the ideas it carries. Now we have two 
people who are about to see through that. And who are these people, White Hen? 
People who are familiar with the print and the language of the print. Our people 
are now beginning to see how it and they themselves, have been used against us. 
Now, White Hen, now, we have people who can and are willing to correct images 
from the inside, destroy what should be destroyed, replace it with what it should 
be replaced and put us back together (Brodber 109-10). 

In order to reintegrate her black and white selves, her body and mind, Ella must 

use print and oral traditions and also must reintegrate the history of her Irish and 

Jamaican ancestors, especially the history of resistance to British imperialism. As was 

noted earlier, there are similarities in Britain's colonization of Ireland and Jamaica and the 

oppression of the Irish and Jamaican people under the British empire. There are also 

some significant connections between the resistance movements in Ireland and Jamaica. 

Certain hints of the historical events of 1919 Jamaica are in the novel. For example Ella's 

father was an Irish policeman, not an unusual role for the Irish in the British empire. In 

1916, there was an unsuccessful uprising in Ireland. The murder by the Bri tish 

government of the leadership had an impact on Irish history. Previous to the execution of 

these men, the majority of the Irish were opposed to the rising. After the men were 

brutally executed by the British without trial, the climate changed and in 191 ~ the date of 

the events in Myal, Sinn Fein declared an Irish Republic and thus began the twentieth 

century's challenge to the British empire. 

"Trade union development in Jamaica began in 1919 with the passage of a law 

that legalized trade unions and enabled them to conduct legal and financial affairs; ... The 

1919 law was a response to the postwar rash of strikes in Kingston and other p~rts, on 

sugar estates, and at cigar and match factories" (Kaplan 79). In 1909, a "Disgruntled civil 

servant, Sydney Cox, founded Jamaica's first nationalist organization, the National Club, 



and a newspaper, Our Own. showing the influence of the Sinn Fein Irish nationalists" 

(Kaplan 77). Sinn Fein is Gaelic for "we ourselves" and it is the most left-wing of the 

Irish nationalist political parties, professing a "socialist, anticapitalist ideology'" ("Sinn 

Fein" 1995). 
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1919 was a year of labor unrest not only in Jamaica and elsewhere in the British 

empire but even beyond the empire. Yet significantly we hear nothing explicit about this 

in the novel just as we hear little about these events in our history books -- the half that is 

not told! 1919 uprisings in the British empire include strikes in Jamaica and Trinidad, 

riots in India for self-government, a general strike in Limerick and the Sinn Fein seizure 

of parliament in Ireland. A crack in the British empire was created by this chain of events 

in the British colonies. The vibrations of this rupture resounded around the world that 

year just as nature in Mass Cyrus' woods resonates to the vibrations of Ella's disease. 

There were similar events in the industrial countries including general strikes in Seattle 

and Winnipeg and a widespread climate of labor unrest in the U.S., especially the coal 

and steel industries, with 4 million American workers out on strike that year. There was 

a revolutionary strike in Berlin. In Moscow, Lenin founded the Third International that 

rejected nationalism and stressed replacing wars between nations with a transnational 

class war. 

Also by 1919, Marcus Garvey who was born in Jamaica but went to Harlem in 

1916 to organize the "first important American black nationalist movement", had a 

following estimated at two million ("Garvey, Marcus" 1995). Garvey's movement 

eventually failed, apparently because his doctrine of racial purity and separatism went to 

the extreme of approving of the Ku Klux Klan. However, in the 1950s in Jamaica, 

Garvey's ideas had an influence on the growing Rastafarian movement suggested by the 
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dread locks of Ole African in Myal. Thus the involuntary madness of Prospero's or 

Selwyn's colonial spirit thievery is replaced by the voluntary madness of consciously 

adopting the vulgar culture as in "'When you are Dreadlocks you come like a outcast'. 

Locks had a shock value, but they were also a way of witnessing to faith with the same 

kind of fanaticism for which the prophets and saints of old were famous, men gone mad 

with religion" (Chevannes 158). Rastafarianism represents a synthesis of Christianity and 

African belief and especially emphasizes resistance to psychological colonization by 

recognizing the unique spiritual and cultural identity of the Caribbean people. According 

to Chevannes, Rastafarianism resembles its precursor, Myalism which as mentioned 

earlier, "Emerged in the 1760s as a pan-African religious society to protect slaves against 

European sorcery" (Schuler 66). 

Embracing their traditional culture as expressed in reggae music, dub poetry or in 

contemporary revivals like RastafarianismJoppressed people regain confidence in 

themselves especially in their ability to manage their lives and their country. Ella's storm 

restores her spirit by combining a traditional Myal healing with the hysteric's use of body 

as self-expression. This "tempest" alludes to the spirit thievery outlined in Shakespeare's 

play and is a metaphor for the spiritual, cultural and political expressions of resistance in 

the 20th century from the 1919 strikes and anti-colonial activities through Garveyism to 

Rastafarianism, and the validation of "vulgar" Caribbean culture in literature like 

Brodber's, reggae music and other contemporary forms of oral tradition. As discussed in 

Cooper's Noises in the Blood. "Erna Brodber's narrative method exemplifies the 

interpenetration of scribal and oral literary forms: a modernist, stream-of-consciousness 

narrative voice holds easy dialogue with the traditional teller of tales, the transmitter of 

anansi story, proverb, folk song and dance" (Cooper 3). 
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In order to understand Myal, we must read beyond the text into a recovery of oral 

traditions about slave rebellions and into the future which is encoded in the allusion to 

Marley's song and the Rastafarian movement. The possibilities for change suggested by 

the events of 1919 may not be apparent until subsequent generations like the working

class women of the Sistren Collective who wrote and published Lionheart Gal: Life 

Stories of Jamaican Women. The following quote is from a story in Lionheart Gal about 

a woman's grandmother and alludes to the historical events that interceded to allow 

contemporary women more options that in their grandmother's time. 

In the sixty years or so between her birth and mine, history had given me the 
space to be angry about her subservience to an unjust system. Since her birth, 
women had won the right to vote, Marcus Garvey had challenged racism, the 
Russian Revolution had taken place, and the British Empire had fallen ... How 
different it must have been in Sav-Ia-mar of the eighteen-nineties. In those days, 
what were the options of the daughter of a "housekeeper"?(Sistren 217). 



CHAPTER 4: NO COUNTRY FOR YOUNG MEN 

I am the woman 
in the gansy-coat 
on board the "Mary Belle", 
in the huddling cold, 

holding her half-dead baby to her 
as the wind shifts east 
and north over the dirty 
water of the wharf 

mingling the immigrant 
guttural with the vowels 
of homesickness who neither 
knows nor cares that 

a new language 
is a kind of scar 
and heals after a while 
into a passable imitation 
of what went before. 

Mise Eire 
(Boland, Outside History 79) 
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Eavan Boland, the author of "Mise Eire", is determined that her poetry describe 

real Irish women like this immigrant mother just as the authors of all four novels address 

the problems of women living in difficult historical contexts. "Mise Eire" uses a "scar" as 

a metaphor for the often unfinished healing of these wounds that people, especially 

women, survive. The two main female characters in Julia O'Faolain's No Country for 

Young Men experience real pain as a result of the complex interrelationship of cultural 

and historical forces involved in the degradation of Irish women including Catholicism's 

monastic fear of female sexuality and a nationalist glorification of male-dominated 

terrorism mingled with a fear of betrayal by unruly women. This novel also shows the 

intimate personal impact of the psychological and economic violence of colonialism that 
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degraded the Irish, damaging self-esteem and familial relationships and resulting in 

problems of alcoholism and domestic abuse. When Grainne first appears in the novel, 

she and her son, Cormacl are returning home from the shelter for battered women to 

which she has fled to escape her husband Michael's alcoholism. Throughout the novel, 

Grainne is haunted by reminders of Ireland's history of famine, poverty and colonization 

and her great-aunt Judith, a nun, is one of these reminders. Like Fleur in Tracks, Grainne 

declares herself independent of prevailing sexual conventions and like Ella in Myal, 

Judith has been violated psychologically. Moreover, the split between the repressed nun 

Pauline and the wild woman Fleur in Tracks is mirrored by the tension between Judith 

and Grainne although Judith's repression is more external than Pauline's internalized self

hatred. 

A Kind of Scar is the title of Boland's essay on the necessity of Irish women poets 

to represent real Irish women despite the tendency of Irish male poets to use women as an 

icon representing the Irish nation. Boland recognized this difficulty of writing 

authentically as an Irish woman through her chance meeting with an Achill woman who 

talked to her about the strength of the people who survived the famine. Referring to 

poems by Irish male poets that represent the nation as Dark Rosaleen or Kathleen Ni 

Houlihan, Boland sees this as a dangerous process not only because it erases the reality of 

women's lives but because it also erases the reality of Irish history. The mythic or 

emblematic usage of women in such poems renders the historical suffering of Ireland as 

abstract as the historical suffering of Irish women. "Women were part of that wrath, had 

endured that grief. It seemed ... [an] insult that at the end of all, in certain Irish poems, 

they should become elements of style" (Boland, Kind of Scar 12). 
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Past or present, there is a human dimension to time, human voices within it and 
human griefs ordained by it. Our present will become the past of other men and 
women. We depend on them to remember it with the complexity with which it 
was suffered. As others, once, depended on us (Boland 24). 

A few years ago I finally visited Ireland. A friend who had been there urged me 

to go saying that despite my Irish heritage I've traveled elsewhere but never to Ireland. 

None of my Irish relatives had ever returned or expressed any desire to return there and I 

understood why. Raised in the home of my Irish maternal grandmother in an lrish

American parish near Chicago, I repeatedly heard about the horrors of immigration by 

steerage. My widowed mother feared we would end in the poor house, a fate that befell 

many Irish during the famine but was uncommon in the United States at that time. Based 

on these references, Ireland seemed to us a poor and sorrowful country. When J did 

overcome my resistance and go to Ireland, the innkeeper in my Dublin hotel recognized 

my ancestry and talked about the famine and diaspora. He made a remark that awakened 

me to the truth about my family and the diaspora Irish when he said, "The ones that had 

to leave took their bitterness with them." Thus some of the mysteries of my childhood 

began to unravel, among them why my grandmother had cupboards full of food 

stockpiled in her basement, possibly as insurance against famine. 

While researching Irish history, I discovered that Sinead O'Connor had arrived at 

the conclusion that alcoholism, domestic abuse and other conditions in the Irish family 

are the after effects of years of colonial oppression. Recently O'Connor has observed that 

there is a trans-generational wound resulting from the failure to mourn the mid-19th 

century famine and diaspora (an Irish holocaust) and has written a song about this entitled 

"Famine". She believes that the Irish use of alcohol or drugs may be a means of 

deadening pain. O'Connor, who was abused by her mother, has stated in interviews that 
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she believes the frequency of domestic problems and even child abuse in Ireland can be 

attributed to its history of colonization, suffering physically due to the British policies 

that created starvation and suffering psychologically due to the repressive role of the 

Catholic Church toward women and sexuality. 

I have compared Ireland in the song to a child who has been tortured--spiritually, 
sexually, physically, psychologically and emotionally. When a child experiences 
this type of horror, in order to survive she drives herself outside her body, so as 
not to feel what is too painful to feel. .. Until we remember, we don't know why 
we feel that hole in our beings, and we think we can control it, so we try 
everything to make the feelings go away: drugs, alcohol, food, sex, money, anger, 
suicide. But the feelings don't go away until you recover your memories (Sinead 
O'Connor quoted by Waters in "Confronting"). 

There are studies of survivors of the Jewish holocaust and their children. that 

validate Waters' and O'Connor's interpretation about the psychological effects of a 

devastating event such as the famine and its aftermath in which whole families and 

communities were destroyed and the Irish language and culture virtually disappeared. 

"There are both qualitative and quantitative factors in the limitations on what can be dealt 

with through mourning. The quantity or quality of losses may be beyond one's capacity 

to integrate, e.g., when in the case of the Holocaust one's entire people and civilization 

perished ... The loss of a child by parents is an example of one that may not be capable of 

completion and various forms of denial, idealization, and introject 'walling off may 

become necessary" (Krystal 104). Recently since 1995 is the 150th anniversary of the 

famine, John Waters of the Irish Times has attempted to uncover this repressed memory 

because he believes we are doomed to repeat what we refuse to remember. 

Any psychiatrist worth the salt on his spuds will tell you about the concept of 
'inhibited experience', the repression of a painful episode in the past of the human 
person, the denial, often over many years, sometimes over entire lifetimes, of 
something too traumatic to face. In the past I have put it to psychiatrists that what 
is true of individual people might also be true of peoples, of societies, of nations. 
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The answer I have received has invariably been yes ... Why then, as a nation, are 
we so reluctant to confront the ghost of our own past? (Waters "Confronting") 

As Waters suggests in this article and in a later article, "Why the ex-slave sounds 

like the oppressor", until we recover the history and acknowledge the impact of 

oppression, the ex-slave will often speak with the voice of the colonizer. Thus rather than 

developing compassion for those who still suffer the consequences of colonization, we 

may instead judge them as harshly as the British judged the 19th century famine Irish. As 

background to the famine, Helen Litton describes an economic system established by 

British colonization of Ireland with the Anglo-Irish, often absentee, landowners owning 

most of the land and having the power to evict their subsistence level tenants. This 

system functioned only because the peasants had the cheap and nutritious potato as a food 

staple though some authorities realized that the poor had no recourse should the potato 

crop fail. The potato blight that caused the Great Famine began in 1845 and continued 

until 1849, causing at least one and a half million people to starve and another million to 

emigrate, as well as bankrupting many landlords. 

The Famine and its aftermath laid bare the huge gulf that lay between Ireland, 
largely inhabited by a poverty-stricken population living constantly on the edge, 
with no rights of land ownership, and the United Kingdom of which it was 
supposed to be a part. Britain's rapidly changing society, with its growing 
industrial might and its developing cities, was irritated by what it saw as the 
whining, begging, shiftless Irish, who would rise in rebellion as soon as look at 
you (Litton 8). 

This background on Irish history and contemporary debates about long-term 

consequences of colonization are relevant to my discussion of No Country for Youn~ 

Men because Julia O'Faolain's novel alludes to this repressed history in its motifs of 

famine, diaspora and the slave mind. In addition, Sinead O'Connor's desire to break the 

silence about the psychological damage of colonialism reminds me of the unruly women 
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characters in O'Faolain's novel. Judith, who is the great-aunt to Grainne, is struggling to 

break a male-imposed silence after years of being forcibly kept in a convent. Grainne 

tries to understand Judith while she herself is seeking sexual satisfaction outside a lifeless 

marriage. Years earlier during the first troubles of 1920, Judith was wooed by Sparky, an 

Irish-American who gets involved in Irish politics and is killed by Judith to protect the 

dangerous secrets he would disclose. Grainne is repeating this pattern by having an affair 

with another "Yank" who is trying to uncover the secret of Sparky's death and is in turn 

killed by Patsy. 

An important theme in O'Faolain's novel is that marginalized or scapegoated 

characters, such as Judith and Patsy, enact the return of the repressed violence under the 

surface of Irish society. Fear of the internalized slave mind or stigma of colonization 

might cause the post-colonial elite of Ireland to psychologically colonize poor ~r 

otherwise marginal members of society by projecting this stigma onto them. Those who 

historically were colonized may fear falling into the representational pit of inferiority 

constructed for them by the colonizer. Thus they may find someone within their society 

or their family to scapegoat so that the majority can identify with their internalized 

colonizer. However, those who have tried to ignore their history and project their fears, 

such as James and Grainne, are at risk of being engulfed and destroyed by the return of 

the repressed which keeps surfacing. 

The story of Grainne and Diarmuid, a love triangle that ends in violence8 , is the 

framework through which this theme is developed in the novel. The first version of this 

8 Grainne was to be married unwillingly to the old king of the Fiana, Finn mac Cumail. She first asked 
Oisin to run away with her and when he refused she turned to Diarmuid O'Duibne. When he also refused, 
she said, "I place upon you a geis of danger and destruction, 0 Diarmuid, unless you take me with you out 
of this house". So Diarmuid fled with Grainne. Finn was angry and set off in pursuit, chasing them all over 
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triangle takes place during the civil war fought .for the Irish Republic in 1922. Sparky 

Driscoll is sent to Ireland on behalf of an Irish-American group that is providing financial 

support for Ireland's fight against British colonialism. Sparky flirts with Kathleen and her 

sister Judith and is eventually killed by Judith who realizes he intends to expose the 

misuse of American money. The second version of the story occurs in 1979 when 

another Irish-American is sent on behalf of another group interested in making a 

documentary to "raise funds for the Irish Republican cause" (Q'Faolain 33). James Duffy 

has an affair with Grainne, named after the mythical Grainne, great-niece of Kathleen and 

Judith. He discovers and may reveal Judith's secret but is killed by Patsy, a confused old 

man on the fringe of the I.R.A., who wants to prevent the breakup of Michael and 

Grainne's marriage. 

Judith and Patsy, the two characters who commit these murders, are represented 

by Q'Faolain as damaged souls. "Patsy's sickness was of the soul and chronic" (Q'Faolain 

360). Both characters have been marginalized by their families and psychologically 

violated by their indoctrination with anti-colonial and terrorist ideologies. Patsy has been 

subjected to the invasive tactics of police interrogation in an attempt to make him talk 

about the I.R.A. and Judith to shock treatments used to silence her about Sparky's murder 

in order to safeguard the Republic's reputation. The minds of both these characters 

resemble the bog, a significant motif in the novel. The bog has a multitude of meanings 

some of which derive from its significance in Seamus Heaney's poetry and some added 

by Q'Faolain and these will be explored in some detail later. Qne meaning of the bog as 

it relates to these two socially marginal characters is to suggest the return of the 

Ireland. When he finally finds them he tricks Diarmuid. who is killed by a boar. There are various versions 
of the ending in which Grainne either returns to Finn. dies of grief, or enlists Diarmuid's sons in a fight 
against Finn (Markale 1986:209-11). 
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repressed. This is best explained by Grainne's response to James' query about where the 

Irish stand on the I.R.A.: 

We double think. In practical terms we're dead against them, but in some shady, 
boggish area of our minds there's an unregenerate ghost groaning "up the rebels". 
Most of us keep the ghost well suppressed, but children, drunks, unemployable 
men, and emotional misfits can become possessed by it. Does that answer your 
question?(O'Faolain 199). 

Just as the British colonizer scapegoated the Irish colonized, so also the post

colonial Irish elite may scapegoat the socially marginalized such as Patsy and Judith. 

Like Judith, Patsy was not entirely alright even before being subjected to the mental and 

physical abuses of prison. Patsy had felt outcast as a child. "He'd always been slow 

physically ... and then there was that something -what?-about him that made people 

snigger behind his back and pick him last when they were making up teams" (O'Faolain 

263). Similarly Kathleen says to judith, "You're childish ... You're quick at your books 

and ... people that are good at the books are often oddly stupid when it comes to practical 

things. They stay childish longer. They like school and they don't want to grow 

up"(O'Faolain 323). Thus the childish Patsy and Judith as well as the actual child 

Cormac are those characters associated with terrorism in the novel. 

Yet as Grainne herself admits, it is perhaps only more successful repression that 

differentiates her from them. The "childish" and emotionally confused characters enact 

this boggish Irish attitude toward the I.R.A. enabling the other characters to keep their 

ambivalence safely repressed. Thus O'Faolain's novel seems to warn that until the 

repressed side of Irish history, including patriarchal repression of women, colonial racism 

and anti-colonial violence is examined rather than relegated to the bog of repression and 
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the scapegoating of women, the poor, or the mentally defective, there is a danger that this 

repressed material will return in sporadic eruptions of violence. 

The novel uses metaphors of Dracula, vampires and cannibalism for this fear of 

reverse colonization through a process of boundary dissolution. The American, James, 

refers to people he sees in the pub: "All around him were Draculas, Bugs Bunnies and 

hay-rake grins" (O'Faolain 66). During the civil war, old women accuse young ones of 

encouraging men to die for nationalism, "Throwing their comehither on more poor 

innocents. Vampires!" (O'Faolain 129). Because colonization invades boundaries 

-geographical, cultural and psychological- it creates a potentially unstable and ambiguous 

relationship between the colonized and colonizing cultures. In No Country for Young 

Men. there is an example of this in the story of Timmy, who is a great house servant and 

"bum-lover" of the Anglo-Irish landlord. When Judith takes Sparky to see the house, 

Timmy tells them he is like a mouse who "'may love the place whose foundations he 

devours. I nibble because I love, as the cannibal said to his girl friend. Mind you, it's a 

two-way act. I too,' said Timmy, and postured, 'am devoured'" (O'Faolain 290). He 

states that the current landlord's father voted against Home Rule because "They love us 

so they'd rather kill us than give us up" (O'Faolain 290). According to Timmy, the 

landlord believed that servants were of a "baser nature" than himself and thus "he 

genuinely felt that in our games the low instincts were mine ... He was wiping his 

spiritual arse on me" (O'Faolain 292). 

In his article, "The Occidental Tourist: Dracula and the Anxiety of Reverse . 

Colonization," Stephen Arata examines Dracula as an occidental tourist narrative about 

the imperialist, and possibly post-colonialist as well, "anxiety of reverse colonization." 



Arata asserts that narratives such as Dracula, and works by Kipling, H.G.Wells and 

Arthur Conan Doyle, exhibit unconscious motives of alleviating cultural guilt over the 
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damaging impact of British imperialism and relieving fears that the victimized will 

become the victimizer. Arata also notes that Stoker, who was born in Ireland, must have 

been aware that "Britain's subjugation of Ireland was marked by a brutality often 

exceeding what occurred in the colonies" which evidently necessita~ed stereotyping the 

Irish as exceedingly savage (Arata 633). 

The blurring of psychic and sexual boundaries that occurs in Gothic is certainly 
evident in Dracula ... but for Stoker the collapse of boundaries resonates culturally 
and politically as well. The Count's transgressions and aggressions are placed in 
the context, provided by innumerable travel narratives, of late-Victorian forays 
into the "East". For Stoker, the Gothic and the travel narrative problematize, 
separately and together, the very boundaries on which British imperial hegemony 
depended: between civilized and primitive, colonizer and colonized, victimizer 
(either imperialist or vampire) and victim. By problematizing those boundaries, 
Stoker probes the heart of the culture's sense of itself, its ways of defining and 
distinguishing itself from other peoples, other cultures, in its hour of perceived 
decline (Arata 626-7). 

This fear of reverse colonization or going native dates from the time of Edmund 

Spenser who understood and addressed this problem in his polemical View of the Present 

State of Ireland. From the 16th century to the present, the Irish have often been 

represented as barbarous, crazy, or grotesque by colonizers or neo-colonizers in the guise 

of ethnologists. Spenser inhabited Ireland for awhile during the early stages of British 

colonization and observed the danger to the colonizer of adopting the barbarous customs 

of the Irish. "The English that were are now much more lawless and licentious than the 

very wild Irish, ... That seemeth very strange which you say, that men should so much 

degenerate from their first natures as to grow wild" (Spenser 63). As a traveler in Ireland 

in 1860, Charles Kingsley describes the Irish peasants as "white chimpanzees" (Hirsch 

1119). During the Victorian era, the Irish "Paddy looked far more like an ape than a man. 
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In less than a century, Paddy had become a monstrous Celtic Cali ban capable of any 

crime known to man or beast" (Curtis 29). The shift into this simian or apish Celt was a 

result of increased resistance by the Irish to the injustices under British rule. There was a 

"conviction in England and Scotland that the Irish were inherently inferior and quite unfit 

to manage their own affairs. The changes in Paddy's features during the middle decades 

of the century do seem to reflect a change in attitude among many Victorians about 

Irishmen and Irish agitation" (Curtis 29). 

Spurr's article, "Myths of Anthropology", examines the attitudes of James Joyce 

and others towards anthropology. "Joyce sees in anthropology as a discipline the tyranny 

of the rational, colonizing mind intent on objectivizing or romanticizing the lives of 

subject peoples. Joyce has little patience for nostalgic myths of the primitive like those 

purveyed by W.B. Yeats and Lady Augusta Gregory .. .In Ulysses anthropology's chief 

representative is the Englishman Haines: patronizing, dull-witted, and anti-Semitic" 

(Spurr 274). Scheper-Hughes is a contemporary anthropologist who conducted. a study of 

rural Ireland entitled, Saints Scholars. and Schizophrenics, which revealed family secrets 

about mental illness and sexual repression that were hurtful to the people who had trusted 

her. The Irish Times criticized her for this betrayal of trust noting that the" American 

anthropologists who write books about the cultural death-rattles of the 'peasants' of 

western Ireland have not always tried very hard to disguise the locations in which they 

lived, probed and eavesdropped" (Viney 12). The people who trusted her, fed her and 

helped when her child was sick, were shocked to find that she had revealed "even the 

darkest secrets" of their souls, which she "dissects and holds up to the light. She was a 

skillful pathologist of human nature" (Viney 12). Eventually, Scheper-Hughes came to 

recognize the insensitivity of her report on these rural people and discussed it in an article 
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comparing her field work among rural Irish and pueblo Indians. What as a young and 

eager anthropologist, she once misunderstood as uncooperative dissimulation, Scheper

Hughes now understands in light of a people's resistance to centuries of oppression. 

"Just as the rural Irish took their masses into private homes and their Irish language into 

secret schools to protect them, so the Pueblos took their religious and ceremonial life 

underground into the kivas" (Scheper-Hughes 71). 

When Grainne first notices James looking at her, she asks herself, "Is yours an 

anthropologist's or a tourist's scrutiny?" and her reflection on James' gaze evokes the 

above mentioned history of tourist and ethnological narratives scrutinizing the Irish 

(O'Faolain 103). Indeed James' thought process demonstrates his need to distance 

himself against the danger of going native by assuming the role of tourist or 

anthropologist. Clearly James at times confuses both women, especially Grainne, with 

Ireland. "The long passion of Irish history mystified him, though he had opened himself 

to the local geography ... Dublin struck him as cryptic" (O'Faolain 168). He admits that 

despite the "Haphazard nature of his arrival here ... he was seeing Dublin as an ancestral 

womb" (O'Faolain 168). For all his fascination with this romantic fantasy of Irish 

women, James is unable to truly comprehend Ireland. Not only can't he understand the 

dialect of some interviewees and needs Grainne's help to translate it but he can't really 

understand the story that he records from Judith. 

James' journey to Ireland is both a research project and a romantic quest for 

escape from a tedious marriage and unemployment in California. His first refle.ctions on 

Grainne suggest. she is more fantasy than reality. "It wasn't the woman qua woman who 

appealed to him, but the glimpse she was giving him of alien lives. He was the demon in 
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an old story ... who lifts the roofs of houses and looks inside" (Q'Faolain 106). He later 

wonders if the Irish might feel things more strongly and "peeps" into their lives like a 

tourist/anthropologist to find out. "He was ready to believe that a repeatedly defeated 

island, throttled by ancient and fermented rages, might be the place to breed passions of a 

transporting magnitude" (Q'Faolain 144). Contemplating his affair with Grainne, James 

thinks in terms of "letting himself hope for some dream of wholeness or newness, for 

some change in his way of being such as old Celtic ladies had a way of offering men who 

let themselves be lured on strange trips. In Celtic tales, it was the woman who rode by on 

a white horse and bade the man leap up behind her" (Q'Faolain 170). In the next breath, 

he is wondering whether the aunt could be a "Celtic seer or one of those sly old' hags 

whose knowledge could be of use" (Q'Faolain 1711 Like Irish geography and history, 

both Judith and Grainne seem cryptic to him, bearers of some secret wisdom that his 

penetrating gaze and penis will discover. 

The ancestral quality of Dublin is not entirely reassuring because it confronts 

James with "deformed versions of his relatives back home" (Q'Faolain 168). Though he 

has tried to enact a romantic fantasy about Ireland, James finds himself threatened with 

the grotesques that seems to surround him in the streets. "The stock he came fr?m was 

around him in its unimproved strain: redder, sharper, more malicious, sometimes more 

baffled-looking or angrier or merrier. .. the tomato-complexion was not his but blazed 

like scar-tissue on the primitive, distant cousins whom he scrutinized daily in the Dublin 

streets" (Q'Faolain 168-9). He sees Michael as a "friendly centaur" or a "lateral 

connection of one of Darwin's apes" (Q'Faolain 204). In James opinion, this ape-like 

husband surely couldn't suffer as a result of his wife's affair which may be James' method 

of distancing himself from the threat of reverse colonization. For all his desire to be 
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repulsed by the strange ways of the natives. 
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James ponders this disturbing side of Ireland that he has seen in the pubs on his 

first night there. "Black teeth in a mouth. James ... had seen teeth like this in the pubs 

tonight for the first time ever and experienced unease. The sight of other deformities 

stepped this up. Mangled features, worthy of a gallery of grotesques, blazing red skin, 

rheumy eyes--in one case the unmasked absence of an eye --tics and an absence of 

orthodontia registered like so many reminders of mortality" (O'Faolain 105). Earlier that 

day in the hotel bar with Kinlen, he first notices the "primitive" toothwork of the Irish 

and thinks of them as "Draculas, Bugs Bunnies" (O'Faolain 66). Are the Irish really so 

much more primitive than Americans or is this the signature of deprivation, poverty and 

malnutrition that resulted from centuries of British colonization? O'Faolain's te~hnique 

for exposing the impact of long-term colonization is subtle. When Patsy tries to warn 

James away from Grainne, James describes his strange visitor to her, "He wore a cloth 

cap ... and a football-fan's scarf. He wasn't very tall" (O'Faolain 221). Grainne explains 

Patsy's short stature as the result of dietary deficiency, "Nobody in the movement is tall. . 

. They're undernourished" (O'Faolain 221). 

On the boat returning to Ireland, Grainne had wondered if the children's "carnival 

greed" might have its origins in "some memory of famine days" (O'Faolain 57). Like 

James, Grainne has problems dealing with the poverty and suffering that surrounds her 

and which causes her to feel gUilt for her relatively privileged life. When Grainne 

complains that she can't stand to hear the complaining of the men James interviewed, he 

responds "You're not living on the breadline" (O'Faolain 208). Grainne's desire to escape 
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the threat of falling into the abjection around her is represented by a recurring dream. "In 

dreams sometimes she rode that coldly perilous, ravishing wooden horse and hoped that it 

might take off from the merry-go-round and become a Pegasus" (O'Faolain 294). 

Literally this dream is a reference to a childhood incident when she first experienced the 

resentment of the Irish poor toward her and other members of the newly risen elite that 

replaced the Anglo-Irish. When she was six and on vacation with her family, Grainne 

went out alone for a carousel ride. The ride attendant terrified her by refusing to stop the 

carousel and she realized that he was punishing her parents through her. She understood 

in childhood that the poor, in particular the family servants like the maids who wouldn't 

stop tickling her, hated her family. "They hadn't minded working for the old stock, but 

working for their own kind stuck in their gullets" (O'Faolain 295). 

Grainne thinks that the recent recurrence of this dream is about her affai'r with 

James. "Sex was the merry-go-round. She did and didn't want to get off. The attendant 

was now inside herself' (O'Faolain 294). However, her affair with James might not be 

solely about sex any more than Kathleen's flirtation with Sparky was. Both Grainne and 

James seem to want an escape from the suffering around them, the suffering of the 

present as well as the recurring cycles of suffering in Irish history. Perhaps if Grainne 

can escape through an affair or by going to California, she won't be haunted by the ghosts 

of the past, or the faces of carnival ride or parking lot attendants that arouse her feelings 

of guilt. After she leaves James' hotel room, she encounters a parking attendant with an 

"anonymous working-class face: red, bunched, prematurely old ... unemployment in the 

country was rocketing. She felt herself a parasite" (O'Faolain 256). 
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As was Kathleen in the earlier era, Grainne and James are looking for a romantic 

sexual escape from their respective realities and in part this is an escape from whatever 

they are excluding in the form of the marginalized Irish such as Judith and Patsy. 

Grainne's first impression of Judith is that she is an incontinent and possibly "non 

compos" old woman. "The niff from her clothes was the one you got from unaired 

spaces affected by organic rot: a vegetable bin, or the inside of a wt::lI-worn shoe" 

(O'Faolain 83). James has a similar response to Patsy. "The man seated next to James 

had a face like a russet potato and prawn-pink fingers" and in addition "He smelled" 

(O'Faolain 220).9 

Obviously Grainne is not responsible for this suffering but the legacy of 

colonization combined with Catholicism's focus on guilt has left her with this diffuse 

sense of shame. She also feels gUilty for having hurt her husband through this love affair. 

Thus although both James and Grainne might at times feel threatened by the poverty and 

other problems of Ireland, possibly realizing how fragile is the middle class distinction 

between themselves and the poor, Grainne is more vulnerable than James. He <:an return 

to California and leave this adventure behind him without suffering the same emotional 

losses of family and country. Grainne, because of her familial and cultural roots in 

Ireland, is attached to Michael in a way she would never be to James in California. "The 

connection was a deep one, she explained. Deep and old. Being cousins, she and 

Michael had always known each other" (O'Faolain 243). The cultural influences that 

Michael and Grainne share includes the history of colonization, Irish nationalism and the 

pervasive influence of Catholic religion on the Republic's policies. 

9 Alain Corbin's The Foul and the Fral:rant, Harvard, 1986 is an excellent discussion on the odor of poverty. 
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Catholicism has caused restrictions on birth control and divorce in Ireland until 

recently and thus already impoverished families may have more children than they can 

reasonably support, often a contributing factor to domestic problems. Added to this is 

religious ideology that stresses woman's purity, sexual repression and masochistic 

identification with a crucified Christ. Grainne contemplates how prayers programmed 

her adolescent passion for a suffering Christ as Divine Lover ""Blood of Christ inebriate 

me. Water from the side of Christ wash me ... Within thy wounds hide me" (O'Faolain 

157). When Judith tells a nun of her dream of a man who "held his guts in his hand", 

Sister Gilchrist says "Now that would remind you of the statue of Christ showing his 

sacred heart" (O'Faolain 10). Grainne, worrying about the absence of religious statues in 

Judith's room, supposes she will have to buy a Sacred Heart "drawing aside his robe to 

reveal an organ bleeding solid pigment for our sins" (O'Faolain 91). These descriptions 

suggest a masochistic sexuality and an eroticization of suffering. Revolutionary politics 

and Catholic doctrines also converge in the influence of Padraig Pearse on Irish culture. 

Pearse invoked the model of Christ's crucifixion in his philosophy of revolutionary 

bloodshed and actually sacrificed his life for Ireland, being executed for his role in the 

Easter rising. "Padraig Pearse was a prime example for he died hamming to his script 

which then became unassailable ... He was inspired by the mass, a daily sacrifice, as 

every Irishman knows" (O'Faolain 66). 

Grainne shrewdly wonders whether Owen Roe's mother's cancer wasn't the result 

of "swallowed rage at all those Hail Marys" and she imagines the knowledge of her 

betrayal of her husband is "secret as a cancer" (O'Faolain 150, 241). Grainne's mother 

also died of cancer and her fear of inheriting it necessitates frequent visits to the 

gynecologist. Her reflections equate the psychological and sexual violation of the 
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confessional and the gynecological exam just as her grand-aunt Judith's violated mind is 

associated with a displaced vagina. 

Grainne, an ex-Catholic, had transferred the odium she might have felt for priests 
on the medical men. False prophets she thought them -her mother had died of 
cancer -sanctimonious, raking in the money, intruding into people's lives and 
bodies. Terrified of her heredity, she had to go regularly to a gynecologist who 
poked lubrified fingers inside her vagina to take a smear test, exactly as her 
confessors, before she left the church, had poked spiritual probes into her head 
(O'Faolain 98). 

While the colonized Irish male is in fact castrated by the colonizer, it is the 

colonized Irish female who is blamed for this betrayal, especially if she dares to challenge 

male authority. This is the source of Grainne's anxiety about her relationship with both 

husband Michael and son Cormac. Has she damaged Cormac psychologically either 

because of her affair with James or because of the incident when she accidentally catches 

his testicles in the zipper? When this occurred, Michael began "Trembling, unnerving her 

and yelling that females brought up in convents were unfit to be let near male children" 

(O'Faolain 235). As she remembers this incident and the fear that she may have "maimed 

him for life", Grainne also worries that the patriotic ballads and stories she told her son 

may have influenced his fascination with the I.R.A. Grainne also wonders if it is her fault 

that Michael has lost the sexual libido he evidently exhibited with his previous lover, 

Theo. Most likely the impact of colonialism combined with Irish monastic misogyny 

and the I.R.A.'s eroticization of violence has produced Michael's passivity and retreat into 

alcoholism or Owen Roe's machismo stance of aggressive political leadership as the 

primary options open to Irish men in O'Faolain's novel. Though Irish men's problems 

described in the novel are surely more a result of the combined colonial and Catholic 

conditioning than the fault of Irish women, such is the success of the colonizati~n process 

that not only do the oppressed become self-destructive in these ways but they even blame 
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themselves for the problem rather than blaming the entire degrading process of colonial 

occupation and dispossession. 

The bog is a central motif in No Country for Young Men because its ambiguity 

suggests both this history of suffering and violence and the threat of disorderly nature and 

women's sexuality. As a liminal space, the bog and fairy mounds that are often located 

in bogs seem especially associated with the muddled mind of Judith and also th~ 

boundary between the characters who are distanced from history and those who are 

overcome by it, e.g. Judith and Patsy. O'Faolain's adaptation of the bog motif combines 

Seamus Heaney's use of this motif in his poetry to signify the Irish memory of a violent 

history with her insight into the displacement of the Irish unruly woman and her sexuality 

onto the bog. Heaney uses the bog motif in his poems, "Bog Queen", "Grauballe Man", 

"Punishment" and "The Tollund Man" to suggest the ancestral historical memory. Yet 

like many Irish male authors, Heaney associates the bloodthirsty goddess of sovereignty 

which is represented as Dark Rosaleen, Kathleen Ni Houlihan etc. with Ireland's violent 

history. 

There is an indigenous territorial numen, a tutelary of the whole island, call her 
Mother Ireland, Kathleen Ni Houlihan, the poor old woman, the Shan Van Yocht, 
whatever; and her sovereignty has been temporarily usurped or infringed by a new 
male cult whose founding fathers were Cromwell, William of Orange and Edward 
Carson .... [the bog people] were ritual sacrifices to the Mother Goddess, the 
goddess of the ground who needed new bridegrooms each winter to bed. with her 
in her sacred place, in the bog, to ensure the renewal and fertility of the territory in 
the spring. Taken in relation to the tradition of Irish political martyrdom for that 
cause whose icon is Kathleen Ni Houlihan, this is more than an archaic barbarous 
rite: it is an archetypal pattern (Heaney 57). 

The feminized bog thus represents the historical memory of repeated invasions 

and an ambiguity toward violence which is abhorrent yet comprehensible as a resistance 

to invasion. Seamus Heaney's poetry reveals an intimate knowledge of the consequences 
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of psychological and physical violence related both to colonization and the resistance to 

colonial occupation in Northern Ireland. However it seems as if he persists in evading the 

historical realities in favor of alluding to archetypal, barbarous customs of the prehistoric 

fertility goddess. In fact, Cheryl Herr in "The Erotics of Irishness" challenges the Irish 

nationalists' notion of the bloodthirsty Mother Goddess as the cause of violence and 

proposes rather that the refusal to recognize Ireland's "female-identified" prehistory has 

created an imbalance that produced this negative archetype. 

Work that deplores violence in moralistic terms alone cannot explain why it is that 
the oppressions of invading forces have been stylized through the centuries and 
introjected as the Dominatrix-Mound-Mother's putative pleasure in the death of 
her sons. Nor can it explain why that supposed voracity has led to a certain 
neutralizing of sexuality, let alone of ecriture feminine, in Ireland, or why .. 
. voyeurism appears to find its most powerful native expression not in Peeping 
Tomism or in art history but in the covert optics of guerrilla warfare (H~rr 33). 

Richard Kearney in his essay, "My,th and Motherland" attributes the association of 

Irish nationalism with blood sacrifice to the mythmaking of Yeats in particular which 

enabled a symbolic transcendence of time and ergo of the class, religious and cultural 

differences within Ireland. He further suggests that the idealization of Irish womanhood 

is a compensatory gesture of elevation since the "women of colonized Ireland had 

become, in James Connolly's words, the 'slaves of slaves'" (Kearney 20). Kearney asserts 

that as a people become dispossessed of their identity through colonization, they attempt 

to repossess an identity in the ideal or abstract realm. Thus as resistance to the ~nglish 

colonizer grew in the 19th and 20th centuries, the image of Ireland as a "ravished virgin" 

was transformed into that ofIreland as a "militant mother goddess" (Kearney 21). 

This representation of women as abstract icons of nationalism is related to Cheryl Herr's 

investigation of the Irish tendency to dissociate from the body. 
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Julia O'Faolain also seems to regard Heaney's association of the bog with 

sacrificial violence due to a pagan goddess as too simplistic. She adopts the notion of the 

bog as representative of the ambiguity of the Irish toward their history and toward female 

sexuality. In a country where women are expected to follow traditional roles within the 

family and use sex solely for reproduction, this sexuality is dangerous and reminiscent of 

the fairy women that lure men into a timeless and apolitical realm. The sexuality of 

unruly women like the mythic Grainne and the novel's Grainne exists outside the sphere 

of male control. The disruptive influence of unruly women on the male domain in the 

heightened atmosphere of Ireland's patriotic resistance to colonization is viewed as a 

betrayal of Irish nationalism. O'Faolain combines the bog as the disorder of female desire 

with Heaney's poetic insights on the repression of eroticism in an atmosphere of political 

violence in which conquest includes rape of the colonized psyche and loving the enemy is 

a betrayal of the motherland. The disorderly woman is associated with the aut~or's use 

of the bog motif to symbolize both the disorder of nature and the pagan disorder of pre

Christian Ireland. \0 According to Ann Weekes, O'Faolain's use of the bog is "Similar in 

its relation to Showalter's 'wild' area of female experience, the bog, in its peripheral 

position between culture and totally untamed nature, also resembles the area that Sherry 

Ortner finds assigned to women 'outside and around' male culture" (Weekes, "Diarmuid 

and Grainne " 99). 

Sexuality for most of the novel's characters has been displaced elsewhere -for 

Michael to alcohol; for Grainne to the confessional as violation; for Patsy to political 

1 Df'or more discussion of the relationship of the bog to nature and the wildness of women see Ann Weekes' 
article, "Diannuid and Grainne Again: Julia O'Faolain's No CountO' for Young Men" in Eire, 21(1):89-102, 
1986. Also Showalter, Elaine. "Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness", Critical Inquiry. 8:2 (1981), 200-
205 and Ortner, Sherry. "Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?" in Women. Culture and Society, ed. 
Michelle Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere. Stanford: Stanford University, 1974. 
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terrorism; and for Judith to her bog-like, vaginal mind with its "power of suction" and "its 

unfathomable layers" (O'Faolain 12). Thus the bog also represents Judith's mind, the 

repository of her repressed and displaced sexuality, which is violated in lieu of her vagina 

by the male characters. Owen, Owen Roe, Michael, James and even Cormac all try either 

to repress or uncover her memory. When James first meets Michael O'Malley in a pub, 

O'Malley apparently had been "offering to sell" James his grand-aunt. "'To a Hollywood 

tycoon like yourself, O'Malley had kept urging, 'it's small change. She's priceless'" 

(O'Faolain 63). 

For O'Faolain the bog represents not only Judith's colonized and sexualized mind 

but the colonized mind of Ireland and the Irish and a repository for historical memory. 

Yet it is not only the original British colonial system that colonized the Irish mind with its 

alien language and ideologies but also a surviving residue of colonialism in the Republic 

that had learned to imitate the policies of its predecessor and maintain control over the 

population through sexual repression and oppression of women. The minds of all the 

characters have been colonized to one degree or another, resulting in a tendency toward 

"self-abuse" and "self-censorship" but Judith and Patsy are those whose minds have been 

most susceptible to ideological violation, and in Patsy's case to British beatings, leaving 

them most capable of reproducing the latent violence by murdering the intrusive 

Americans. When the Da criticizes her brother Eamonn for getting himself killed in the 

civil war, Kathleen's response is, "That's the slave mind: always ready to condemn our 

own" (O'Faolain 72). Judith also thinks in these terms, "That was the value of the old 

struggles. They kept us from being slaves who assent to their servitude" (O'Faolain 76). 

Even Patsy expresses a similar sentiment when he says, "Sure they colonized our 

thoughts and minds. Took over our heads! It's hard to get free" (O'Faolain 86). 
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The novel's repetitions of the love triangle revise the original story so that the 

lover is killed by Judith who tries to protect her family from exposure and decades later 

by Patsy who has suffered psychological damage through the social and cultural 

distortions enacted by colonialism. Thus O'Faolain shows how the oppression of women 

in Irish culture is intertwined with British colonial oppression and Catholic imperialist 

repression of the Irish. O'Faolain's seemingly grotesque characters, Patsy and Judith, 

have been damaged by this psychological violence of colonialism as well as the actual 

violence of the rebellion against this colonization. In such an atmosphere, love is a threat 

to the war-like mentality of an ongoing resistance to British colonization and family 

relationships often enact the colonization process in which the psyche and the body of the 

colonized is violated by the colonizer. 

Patsy explains that his inability to learn Gaelic is a result of his abuse in. prison. 

He had done ten years for his I.R.A. complicity during which he was beaten about the 

head and force fed during hunger strikes. Patsy says to Cormac, son of Michael and 

Grainne, "It's easy to see you don't know what suffering does to the brain" (O'Faolain 

186). Grainne reflects on Patsy that he is dangerous company for the young Cormac. 

"He was childish as a result of having been beaten round the head in a British gaol, where 

he had spent a number of years for planting bombs in Britain during the IRA campaign of 

the 1950s. He now worked for the Grateful Patriots' Youth Club and was mindlessly 

devoted to Owen Roe" (O'Faolain 87). 

The sexual problems of Patsy differ mostly in degree from those of the other Irish 

male characters. He has never touched a woman and his knowledge of sex is limited to 
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watching farm animals. As he pulls weeds outside Grainne's window he thinks, "Weeds. 

Women. Concupiscence. Disorder" (O'Faolain 354). Yet is his misogyny any more 

virulent than that of Owen who should have stayed in a monastery and "Was stuck with 

matrimony which he clearly suffered in a Pauline spirit" (O'Faolain 192)! The 

contemporary Owen Roe doesn't have any more sympathy for women. He tells Grainne 

that her problem is a product of the nuns teaching girls that "They have the Holy Grail 

between their legs and some knight is going to come and find it" (O'Faolain 151). 

Grainne's husband Michael thinks that Grainne is unfaithful because he "Didn't fuck her 

enough ... Hard on a man when women got so demanding" (O'Faolain 305). Although 

Patsy is critical of Grainne's adulterous affair with James, he feels a strange sympathy for 

the passionate emotions he overhears during the couple's final tryst. "Yoked to the kind 

of feeling which was leaking through this house like gas, the act, Patsy had to admit, 

could be a way of escaping the mean limits of the self" (O'Faolain 360). Yet despite this 

softening toward their amorous feelings, Patsy is still most captivated by thoug~ts of 

death, "A gregarious word, for he thought of it not in terms of the lone grave but of the 

Day of Judgment which would be like a vast, exuberant political rally with all the old 

distinctions swept away and all mankind equal and fraternal" (O'Faolain 360). 

Though Patsy has been damaged psychologically and physically, he is an 

ambiguous character like all in this novel and often acts the part of a wise fool. Despite 

his haunting by the fear that he might have told on his mates as he was urged to do in the 

gaol, there is no indication that he ever turned informer and indeed may have suffered the 

beatings for his resistance. Patsy is not too foolish to see the resemblance between the 

new Irish oppressor and the British colonizer. "Taking to the good life with as much 

gusto as the Brits ever did. Faces like Patsy's own ... Buggers who'd climbed over the 
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corpses of their comrades, or whose fathers had, then turned into mirror-images of the old 

oppressors" (O'Faolain 219). Nor is he so naive as not to recognize the real threat of 

James' invasion into the secrets of other people's "cunts and countries". Another example 

of Patsy's insight is his remark connecting religious repression with political oppression 

just as Grainne connected gynecological violation with the confessional. "Priests then 

held the place in a military grip ... He'd gone to a clerical day-school and knew what it 

was to be regimented ... Through the confessional, they kept tabs on your inner life until 

you finally nerved yourself to damn your soul and defy them. When it came to 

organizational techniques the Republicans were nowhere in comparison" (O'Faolain 137). 

This resembles the psycho-sexual violation described by Grainne when she compares the 

probing of gynecologists to the probing of priests in the confessional. 

Similarly to Patsy, Judith seems to have been psychologically damaged yet she is 

the only one to realize James has been murdered and she is constantly dismissed as 

mentally incompetent for trying to recall the secret of Sparky's murder. Despite her 

alleged naive idealism as a young woman, Judith was aware that two forces, war and sex, 

set up a tension in her family. Even before she became unstable after the traumatic 

murder and her subsequent imprisonment in the convent, Judith's mind had been damaged 

by British and Catholic colonization and by I.R.A. anti-colonial politics. Her fear of 

sexuality is connected to Catholicism's repression and the representation of women as 

responsible for the origins of evil as Pandora or Eve. History lessons remind her that it 

was a "Woman's frail morals which led to the English first coming here" (O'Faolain 34). 

Judith's attraction to the cause of Irish liberation and a unified Ireland influence 

her nearly automatic response of killing Sparky when he threatens to denounce Owen. 
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Judith's murder of Sparky had to be concealed because if the murder were discovered by 

the American I.R.A. supporters, this would result in a loss of funding. Owen evidently 

decided that in order for Judith to be silenced about the murder, she should be forced to 

enter the convent and even to have shock treatments. He ignored her pleas to be released 

when she feared a breakdown. It is during her appeal to which he won't yield that she 

notes his clothes have a "clerical look" and his "face had grown more ascetic with the 

years" (O'Faolain 192). 

Freud observed that women who exhibit hysteria are usually the ones who most 

aspired to be like men before puberty and then suddenly realized that these options of full 

participation in society are closed to them because of their gender. "The woman who 

expresses herself constitutes, as such, a danger in a society of men, for she has refused 

repression and, in so doing, refused to alienate herself in virile values. She will therefore 

be labeled mad" (Herrmann 71). Patsy's story of imprisonment is juxtaposed to Judith's 

incarceration in a monastic cubicle, reminiscent of a prison cell. In the convent she had 

no place of her own, no rights, no privacy. "She had suffered then from the feeling that 

her space was being eroded" (O'Faolain 187). After years of internship in the convent 

and brainwashing by shock treatments, "compartments within her mind seemed to have 

collapsed, so that she could only with difficulty keep things separate. She sometimes 

confused everyday reality with what was only to be considered real in a spiritual sense" 

(O'Faolain 194). Judith's consciousness is constantly shifting between the past civil war 

and Sparky and the present IRA troubles and James. 

It is Judith who tells the story of the fairy mansion that arises from the bog and 

lures the traveler into a liaison with a fairy woman. While this story suggests a 
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foreknowledge of James' fate with Grainne, it also suggests the ability of males in the 

novel to enthrall females as while as vice versa. In reality, both Kathleen and Judith have 

felt enchanted by men. Kathleen tells Judith, "I'd like to rescue you before Owen sucks 

you into his madness. He's very powerful Owen is. Persuasive. Especially with women. 

I let him get me in thrall ... When I say 'physical' I don't mean he has to touch you. Quite 

the opposite really. It's like a power all dense inside him .. .It works on crowds too" 

(O'Faolain 332). Sparky looks at Judith and "a series of small shocks ripple through her" 

(O'Faolain 335). Although she doesn't like his intrusion into the family's private affairs, 

she is nevertheless thrilled by this sensation. It is difficult to tell whether Sparky really 

likes Judith or is simply flirting in order to manipulate her into revealing secrets, much as 

James' feelings toward Grainne years later seem ambiguous and possibly mingled with 

his desire to uncover secrets. When Sparky kissed her, she felt that her body was out of 

control, besieged by waves of desire. In retrospect, Judith thinks of it in terms of the 

"treacherous way her own body had responded to Sparky's kiss" (O'Faolain 280). She has 

thoughts about Sparky and her brother Seamus, while they are playfully engaged in male 

repartee, as both being capable of seducing and abandoning women and thinks of the 

song "My bonny lies over the ocean, and he's left me in the family way" (O'Faolain 233). 

Judith is constantly suspicious that Cormac and others may be spying on her and 

at first distrusts James' recorder because this is a technique used in police interrogations. 

In an argument with Grainne, James complains" 'Words! the Irish are great with words!' .. 

.'But they don't mean anything', he roared. "They obfuscate. They play about with. They 

lie and deny. They skirmish and ambush. All your whole goddamn literature is about 

evasion' " (O'Faolain 228). Yet if Grainne and Judith are evasive, perhaps it is because 

they are aware of the possible danger of betrayal, a realistic concern as evidenced by the 
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incident of Scheper-Hughes. In fact, James doesn't entirely understand what he has 

discovered by spying on Judith through the tape recorder and doesn't realize that she 

murdered Driscoll. He tells Larry, "My interest in the Sparky Driscoll story is purely as a 

story for our film ... Driscoll must have fallen foul of some elements within the Sinn Fein 

movement" (O'Faolain 319). Inadvertently, James would carelessly expose dangerous 

secrets of the people who trusted him and accepted him as a guest.. 

The distancing techniques of colonialism and conservative ethnology as described 

earlier in quotes from Spenser to Scheper-Hughes parallel those used by the patriarchy as 

defenses against the maternal abject and women's unruly sexuality. The patriarchal fear 

of reverse domination resembles the colonial fear of reverse colonization and the 

colonizer or neo-colonizer must guard against the native abject which threatens the 

colonial symbolic order just as the patriarchal male must guard against the female abject 

which threatens the patriarchal order. 11 In domination-submission relationships the 

instability of this tension between maintaining and transgressing boundaries results in an 

instability of the two roles. Thus these roles of master and slave are potentially 

reversible. This necessitates the entire process of displacement, repression and 

scapegoating that begins, as discussed in Herr's article on the "Erotics of Irishness", 

before colonialism with the patriarchal fear of the maternal body and of women's sexual 

and maternal power. 

One feature that almost no one mentions is the relationship between the Irish mind 
and any kind of Irish body. The identity-obsession marks a social repression of 
the body on a grand scale. As I see it, the loss occurs on both individual and 
collective levels. Ireland has literally eroded, in the sphere of representations that 
constitute social identity, a comfortable sense of the body, in traditional as well as 
in colonial and post colonial Ireland, the body has frequently been associated 

11 This refers to Julia Kristeva's Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. Trans. Leon Roudiez. 
N.Y.:Columbia University, 1982. 
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representation ally with danger and has been scrutinized with an intensity that 
stills. . . Tracing the sources and meanings of his pain, anger, exile, and dualism 
took Joyce unerringly along the channels of Irish psychohistory - back to the most 
obvious feature of Ireland as body. The mounds, cairns, tumuli, and generally 
massive circular field monuments visually organizing large portions of Irish 
geography (Herr 7). 

The dolmens that, as Herr mentions, define the Irish landscape have long been 

known as the beds of Grainne and Diarmuid in Irish oral tradition. The story of Grainne 

and Diarmuid might originally have been a fertility story about the young woman as 

representative of the land requiring a young lover rather than an aging impotent one. 

However, in this already reversed patriarchal version, the young man is killed. In his 

book Women of the Celts. Markale asserts that the remaining stories of powerful women, 

such as Grainne, Deirdre etc., in Irish mythology are traces of a prepatriarchal tradition in 

which women take the "Lead in everything right from the beginning" (Markale 209). He 

states that the story of Grainne and Diarmuid is a precursor of Tristan and Iseult. One of 

the characteristics of the Grainne story is the Irish "Geis, a virtually untranslatable word, 

which can be passably rendered as 'prohibition', 'taboo', 'magic' and 'religious constraint'. 

The geis has been powerful enough for them to acquire a knowledge that 
immediately dispels all other considerations of the world--society, laws, and 
family ties; powerful enough to create a new situation of continual instability but 
also of continual progress, enabling the lovers to envisage an ideal, paradisical 
situation where all their dreams of childhood or intra-uterine life will come 
true (Markale 237). 

However, this process activates the male's anxiety of restoring the "Maternal 

universe of the woman" wherein his subjectivity is threatened by absorption into a 

"Whole that is greater than and necessarily more powerful than he" (Markale 227). This 

brings us back to Herr's article on "The Erotics of Irishness" which describes the attempt 

of archaeological descriptions to reduce Newgrange to a burial mound and evade its 

obvious signification as womb of rebirth. Grainne describes Newgrange only as a "Pagan 
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site where the Druids may have spilled human blood to renew the energies of the soil" 

(O'Faolain 214). The repression of the erotic component in New Grange as well as in the 

fairy mound stories is a result of this fear of maternal dominance noted in the writings of 

Herr and Markale. Despite these attempts at repression, the language of one 

archaeologist nevertheless reveals the real nature of Newgrange. "What a structure and 

what a surprise!...And, having wriggled through some difficult parts in the passage on my 

way in, my presence alone in the tomb--despite its massiveness--gave me a sense not of 

isolation, but of security" (Eogan's Knowth and the Passage Tombs of Ireland quoted in 

Herr 27). In a response to Eogan's resistance to recognizing the womblike space of 

Newgrange, Herr then quotes an article by Irish art historian, Dorothy Walker, on the 

erotics of Newgrange: 

I am ... quite convinced, although I can quote no archaeologist to support my 
view, that the great tumulus at Newgrange, one of the earliest stone structures in 
the world, while certainly used as a tomb, was originally built as a womb of the 
Mother Goddess, receiving the shaft of the rising sun directly into the spiral
carved interior at the winter solstice every year. This solar mating has survived 
5000 years of successive cultures (Walker quoted in Herr 27). 

The repression of this experience described by Walker is not only a repression of 

women and sexuality but also of sensuality, and even of the sacred or liminal alternative 

reality as connoted by the Celtic Other World, a world that exists parallel to this world 

and intersects it at certain times of the year, especially Samhain or Halloween when 

boundaries between the worlds dissolve. The text alludes several times to the dangerous 

and fascinating Other World women that lure the hero into their timeless world·to 

disappear forever. It is Grainne's great aunt Judith who tries to warn about the danger of 

dissolving boundaries and the return of the repressed timeless erotic realm of the fairy 

mound. 
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"Do you know the story", she [Judith] asked the Principal Girl,[Grainne] 'of the 
fairy mansion that rises from the bog at night ablaze with lights and rocked by 
music?' 

'Yes, it's an old story,' 

'And the traveler who enters is in danger of never escaping. If he eats fairy food 
he'll sink with all the company into the bog at cock-crow and be trapped in 
fairyland forever.' (O'Faolain 283). 

Like the fairy mound, which in actuality is often a prehistoric womblike burial 

mound, the pagan bog, signifies "fallen nature" to the nuns and represents alternative and 

possibly non-dualistic values outside of patriarchal or colonial rules. This does not mean 

escape into an impossible and dangerous fantasy of a prehistoric fairy world, but rather, 

as Cheryl Herr suggests in "Erotics of Irishness", a restoration of some sense of the 

fluidity associated with that era, a fluidity that also acknowledges the ambiguities of a 

culture whose pre-colonial values and idioms are intermingled with those of the" 

colonizer's culture. In her "Erotics oflrishness", Herr uses the word "arkhein" for the 

different conceptual space that would be available to embodied Irish minds. She insists 

that arkhein merely signifies "elements that might be variously expressed through ideas 

such as Kristeva's abject or semiotic or chora, Freud's Minoan moment, the pri~arily 

filmic sense of a non patriarchal imaginary, a (m)other tongue, the speaking of Luce 

Irigaray's 'two lips'" (Herr 8). Herr urges that this concept replace the myth representing 

Ireland as a woman demanding male bloodshed, a myth that forecloses eroticism in favor 

of the voyeuristic "covert optics of guerrilla warfare" (Herr 33). 

Due to this Irish tendency to replace eroticism with warfare, the women in 

O'Faolain's novel often seem as misogynist as the men and their behavior is often 

oriented toward men or warfare. The married women during the civil war are very 

critical of young women, accusing them of being temptresses and vampires that 
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encourage men to die for the Republic. Judith aspires to be a revolutionary like the men 

and Grainne, like the mostly Irish women in the battered women's shelter, can't imagine 

living without a man regardless of how abusive he is. Of course until 1995, divorce was 

not an option in the Catholic Republic. "Alimony - if you obtained one abroad - was hard 

to collect" (O'Faolain 101). When Grainne considers her problems with Michael's 

alcoholism and the absence of sex, she realizes that she doesn't really want to end a 

marriage which is comfortable though "unsuccessful". One of the women at the shelter, 

upon learning that Grainne will return to her husband, says, 'Ah well, strife's be~ter than a 

lonely bed,"" (O'Faolain 61). 

Grainne is primarily focused on her relations with men and seems disconnected 

from other women in the novel. The women characters in this novel are unable to 

communicate with one another. Judith doesn't understand or sympathize with Kathleen's 

desire to escape the civil war and Ireland nor does Grainne understand Judith's muddled 

attempts to communicate or her fear of her memories. Lacking mothers, Grainne and 

Judith seem to lack any capacity for a matrilineal transmission of women's culture and 

community. On their first encounter, Judith is unintentionally revealing clues to Grainne 

about the death of Sparky Driscoll and her fear of being silenced, i.e., committed or 

gaoled. At the same time, Grainne's queries about these remarks arouse Judith's 

suspicion. Judith's desire to communicate is mingled with her fear of betrayal as she had 

been repeatedly betrayed by her brother-in-law Owen. Eventually Judith reenacts the 

murder of Sparky Driscoll. Grainne "Watched the old woman's fledgling movements. Jab 

went the old thing at a cushion, jab at the air" (O'Faolain 92). When Grainne's husband 

Michael enters during this scene, Judith accuses Grainne of trapping her and jabs 
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Michael in the stomach with the hockey stick as she had bayoneted Sparky years earlier. 

"The girl's a stool pigeon. You won't catch me that easily. I deny it all" (O'Faolain 93). 

James is grateful that his ancestors fled Ireland and "By that move, they had given 

him his chance and destroyed their memory -a double bonus" (O'Faolain 174). Grainne 

also fears the past. She thinks that Judith is like a "Bundle of old things I thought I'd 

thrown out which suddenly turn up strewn around the place to shame me: the unwanted 

past" (O'Faolain 124). It seems Judith's aged flesh is repulsive not only on aesthetic 

grounds but primarily as an indicator of the dangerous history encoded therein. Yet 

gradually a sympathy for Judith begins to develop in Grainne because she recognizes that 

Judith is a girl trapped in an "aged body". Grainne realizes that Judith's secret puts her in 

danger from Owen Roe, who like the ancestral Owen wants to silence her. Naively, 

Grainne believes that allowing James to tape record Judith and keep the tape in some safe 

place would protect her aunt. She doesn't realize that James is self-serving enough to 

want to smuggle the tape out of Ireland in hopes of a big story, while not realizing or 

perhaps not caring that this story would endanger Judith. When Grainne proposes to 

Judith that she be interviewed, Judith asks, "Would they put me in prison?" and "Don't 

breathe a word, girl, ... Especially to an American" (O'Faolain 116). 

When Judith tries to tell her the story of the fairy mansion that arises fr~m the bog 

at night and entraps the traveler, Grainne thinks this indicates that Judith is afraid of 

remembering. Yet perhaps this story is intended as a warning against romantic deception. 

Both Sparky and James were seductive yanks who may have had less concern for the 

women they seduce or attempt to seduce than for their intention of unmasking secrets. 
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This obsession with uncovering secrets irregardless of the consequences brings them into 

dangerous boggy ground and causes their demise. For the survivors of history to 

remembering the past voluntarily is a different matter than for tourists or anthropologists 

to forcibly uncover the repressed. James is deported because the government believes the 

film group is actually smuggling guns. However, his plane is turned back to Dublin 

because of weather and he returns to Grainne's house. Patsy, who qas been worried about 

James' violation of Judith's memory as well as his sexual "violation" of an Irish woman, 

decides to prevent him from running away with Grainne. While James waits in his car 

for Grainne, Patsy pushes the car into the canal. 

As the novel ends with Grainne wandering along the canal looking for James, 

who unbeknownst to her has been killed by Patsy, she resembles the banshee who 

wanders along canals wailing a warning of death. The post-colonization bean sidhe who 

lures men into her timeless fairy mound realm has become the banshee, or supernatural 

wailing woman. These apparitions are death-messengers who cry, wail or lament to 

signify a death. Perhaps they are ghostly reminders of those Other World fairy mound 

women repressed by the patriarchy, Catholicism and colonialism, who return in folklore 

as associated with mourning. This figure of the banshee suggests all the losses that 

women have experienced since prepatriarchal times. They have not only lost the freedom 

to take sexual initiative but also a sense of community between women, which is only 

now being restored through Irish feminism. In addition, the banshee image suggests 

mourning the human and cultural losses of the famine and the diaspora. 

In traditional Irish mourning rituals, the "wailing women" like the banshees of 

folklore occupy Van Gennep's liminal state between the "world of the living and the 
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world of the dead" (Partridge 36). The novel No Country for Young Men also seems to 

occur in such a liminal place, where ghosts of the past mingle with the living. There are 

several references in the text to the threshold time of Halloween as well as to the already 

mentioned "between times" reality of the fairy world. "I'm afraid I'm between worlds,' 

she apologized. 'It's not Hallowe'en, is it? The souls of the dead seem to be about" 

(O'Faolain 96). Halloween in Celtic culture associates eroticism with death, as does the 

mysterious SHe na Gig, a skeletal female figure exposing her genitals. If Irish eroticism 

currently denies the body, this is as much an attempt to deny death as to deny sexuality 

because the body signifies both. Thus Grainne's body signifies the sexuality of young 

women and Judith's body signifies the abjection of aging women, but both women could 

be respected as representative of the ongoing cycle of life and death. There was a 

significant difference between Grainne's and James' perception of their love affair and 

this difference suggests that despite the loss of James, Grainne's life has changed 

irrevocably. For Grainne, "the seesaw of sexual play suited the indolent non-linear way 

she lived her life. Her trouble had been with the first step. Having taken it, she was 

ready to dance it again and again, like the participants in the set figures of an Irish dance 

who cover the same ground over and over, weaving back and forth, getting nowhere" 

(O'Faolain 227). James, on the other hand, wants to get somewhere, he wants to "freeze 

it. Fix it and pin it down", which may be his undoing. Grainne protests that "Eternity is 

here. Now. Don't you feel it?" 

I would like to return to Eavan Boland's experience of hearing famine stories from 

a local woman when she vacationed in Achill. Through this encounter as a yo~ng 

woman, Boland realized how little she really understood about Irish history because a 

simple glorification of the victories had erased the "suggestion of any complicated human 



155 

suffering", especially the suffering of women (Boland 13). In A Kind of Scar, Boland 

recounts this Achill woman's remarks, "She kept repeating to me that they were great 

people, the people in the famine. Great people. I had never heard that before" (Boland 

5). Like Boland, Q'Faolain enters the personal lives of people and explores the impact of 

traumatic historical events on these lives and like Carolyn Heilbrun in Writing a Woman's 

Life, she recognizes the importance of women talking to one another telling and hearing 

the stories of each other's lives, which Grainne and Judith couldn't do partly because men 

tried to suppress the stories but also because they had forgotten how to communicate with 

each other as women. 

Women's talk is not inherently or naturally subversive; it becomes so when 
women begin 'to privilege it over their interactions with men (as in consciousness
raising groups). Men trivialize the talk of women not because they are afraid of 
any such talk, but in order to make women themselves downgrade it.' Women's 
talk will indeed be harmless as long as women consider it trivial compared to talk 
with men. Women must turn to one another for stories; they must share the 
stories of their lives and their hopes and their unacceptable fantasies (Heilbrun 
44). 
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CHAPTER 5: DELIA'S SONG 

In women's speech, as in their writing, that element which never stops resonating, 
which once we've been permeated by it, profoundly and imperceptibly touched by 
it, retains the power of moving us--that element is the song 
(Cixous, "Laugh" 251). 

Still 

without our collective voice 
yours would have remained 

a soft cry 
a whisper 

in some indifferent stranger's ear 
(Corpi, Cactus n.p.) 

Lucha Corpi, herself a participant in the Chicano civil rights movement, has 

written three novels involving issues and activities of the 1960s-70s movement in which 

she makes it emphatically clear that personal lives and political issues are interwoven. 

Delia's Song, her first novel, is the story of a young woman named Delia Trevino. This 

character's painful stream of consciousness that frames the novel is a conseq uence of her 

brother~ deaths, one by a drug overdose and the other in Vietnam, and of her experience 

in the 1969 Berkeley strike of "third world" students that was violently repressed. Of all 

the female characters in these four novels that are struggling to find a personal voice in 

the midst of overwhelming historical pressures and personal pain, Delia seems most 

successful at creating an identity through her writing that encompasses her pers~nallife 

and her role in events of Chicano history. Delia is also willing to risk deromanticizing 
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her relationship with her lover, Jeff, by insisting that he read the manuscript of her life 

story. 

Before the emergence of the Chicano student movement in the late 1960s, 
intellectuals of Mexican descent were rare in US public schools. In institutions of 
higher education, they were largely invisible. .. The few Mexican Americans who 
gained access to college were from the small Mexican American middle class, 
located mostly in San Antonio and in New Mexico (Munoz 127). 

In contrast to the strike at San Francisco State, Mexican American students 
played a leading role in the organization of the Third World Liberation Front and 
the strike on the UC Berkeley campus. The strike was aimed at exposing the 
university's lack of commitment to meeting the educational needs of third world 
people . . . The TWLF demanded the creation of a Third World College with 
departments of Mexican American, Black and Asian-American studies . . . under 
the full control of its students, faculty, and representatives of the community 
(Munoz 70). 

They had envisioned a college with four separate departments, and they had been 
granted only one department with a meager budget to be divided among the 
ethnic groups. They were forced to fight one another for crumbs (Corpi , Delia's 
57-8) 

In Delia's mind, the death of her brothers and her commitment to the C~icano 

movement are inextricably connected because she views their deaths as the result of 

social and economic oppression. Delia arrived at this realization when she encountered 

student activists at Berkeley who enabled her to understand the systemic oppression of 

Chicanos. This numbing of Delia's heart against pain has resulted in a self-negation that 

leaves her feeling dead or rather, like Dracula, the "living dead". Delia's Song, is the 

story of her recovery from this benumbed state of consciousness through her increased 

ability to find her tongue and express her powerful emotions. Nine years later she still 

suffers from threatening nightmares and is haunted by memories of the Berkeley 

violence. 

Gas canisters Armed and ready they waited For us The damned The 
damned who dared Twisted faces of people in pain The pungent smell of blood 
and gas The sound of clubs against skulls arms legs Glass shattering Screams 
then cold silence Paralysis Anger that has nowhere to go but back into your 
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mouth Down Cutting through the hard knots in your throat to form a shield 
around your heart (Corpi, Delia's 32). 

Corpi's other two novels also address significant events in the Chicano movement 

and the impact of these events on the central character of these novels, the detective 

Gloria Damasco. In Eulogy for a Brown Angel. Gloria solves the mystery of a murdered 

Chicano child that she and her friend Luisa discover during the August 1970 National 

Chicano Moratorium against Vietnam in Los Angeles at which police attacked both 

protesters who were angry over a police incident as well as peaceful families in Laguna 

Park. Her discovery of the child's body, his mouth stuffed with excrement, is so 

disturbing that Gloria momentarily leaves her body, "When I realized that the child was 

dead and his body so defiled, I felt a jolt moving from my chest to the back of my neck, 

then to my stomach .. .I felt I was floating over the rooftops" (Corpi, Eulogy 18). Gloria's 

friend Luisa remarks, "You looked dead, too", which echoes Delia's deathlike appearance 

in Delia's Song (Corpi 19). This ability to float above the activities on the ground gives 

Gloria an overview of the moratorium events in the context of an oblivious city. She 

observes young and old people trying to help those overcome by the tear gas while police 

and sheriffs deputies are striking and arresting people. Gloria sees other areas ?f the 

economically and racially segregated city where "Brown and black men gazed on the 

world through the reeky mist of alcohol" while the rich Beverly Hills people shop at 

expensive stores and ride in their chauffeured limousines "towards their mansions, where 

their dark-skinned domestic staff tended to their every need" (Corpi 19). 

The Vietnam war has politicized the Chicano community . . . Statistics indicate that 
the rate of Chicano deaths in Vietnam is greater than that of the general 
popUlation. Dr. Ralph Guzman . . . points out that between January 1961 and 
February 1967, although the Chicano population was officially 10 to 12 percent 
of the total population of the Southwest, the Chicano comprised 19.4 percent of 
thosefrom that area who were killed (Acuna 258). 
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On the morning of the 29th contingents from all over the United States arrived in 
East Los Angeles. By noon participants numbered between 20,000 and 30,000 .. 
. The march ended peaceably and the parade turned into Laguna Park (Acuna 
258). 

Monitors begged police not to enter the park explaining that many women and 
small children had assembled in the area. Deputies, in spite of this, rushed into 
the arena, trapping men, women and children and causing considerable panic. 
They wielded their clubs, trampled spectators, and hit those who did not move fast 
enough (AcuIYa 259). 

In Cactus Blood, Corpi's 1995 novel dedicated in part to Cesar Chavez, events of 

the 1973 farm workers strike and grape boycott intersect with the story of a Mexican 

domestic servant who is raped by her employer and poisoned by pesticides as she runs 

away through fields full of toxic crops. The novel opens with a premonition of 

clairvoyant detective Gloria Damasco. 

That's when I saw her. The woman. Naked. Her arms stretched up, tied to the 
fleshy leaves. Her legs together, bound to the stem. A slumping female Christ 
with a prickly-pear cactus cross on her back, shrouded in blood, bathed in amber 
moonlight. Ever since, she haunts my vigil and dreams. I know I will not rest 
until I learn for whose sins she was sacrificed (Corpi, Cactus n.p.). 

This vision of a crucified woman refers to Remmi Stephens, a character who is pregnant 

and has been drugged and bound to a cactus when found by Gloria later in the novel. This 

vision also signifies Corpi's concern with all the women who have suffered because of 

their race, class and gender beginning with La Malinche, the native woman violated by 

Cortes, and continuing into the present day with women like Carlota, who are victims of 

rape and farm workers whose unborn babies can be damaged by pesticide poisoning. 

When Gloria and her colleague, Justin Escobar, listen to Carlota's taped story of her 

escape from Mexico in the trunk of a car, her rape at age 14 by her employer and her 

subsequent suffering from pesticide poisoning, they both respond with visceral anger 

over the intimate details of one woman's oppression which also represents the collective 

oppression that inspired the Chicano activism of the 1960s and 1970s. 
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Sixteen percent of the Mexican American population worked in the fields, 
following the migrant streams north to Idaho, Nebraska, Wisconsin, and 
Michigan, west to California, and Washington, and south to Florida to pick the 
crops. Theirs was a life of constant travel, harsh living conditions, and back
breaking workfor six to eight months, and stringent budget watchingfor the last 
four to six. (Garcia 5). 

Cesar Chavez was born in Yuma, Arizona, i111927. He spent his childhood as a 
migrant worker and knew, from first-hand experience, the tribulations of the faml 
workers. His father had belonged to farm labor unions and was indoctrinated 
with the importance of collective bargaining (Acuna 176-77). 

In the summer of 1970 the strike approached its fifth year. Many believed that the 
grape growers would never give in . . .In June 1970, a group of growers agreed to 
sign contracts. They were followed by a majority of Coachella growers. Crates 
containing union grapes displayed the UFWOCflag with its eagle (Acun'a 182). 

Don't you care thatfarm workers are poisoned and die of cancer every year? 
That babies are born with birth defects? That people go crazy from the pesticides 
used on those grapes? don't you know that you should . . . boycott table grapes?" 
(Corpi, Cactus 177). 

Cactus Blood refers back to Corpi's first novel, Delia's Song, which is the focus 

of my discussion, because Delia is an invisible presence in Cactus Blood. Though a 

fictional character, her poetry is used in the novel's epigraph and she is mentioned as one 

of the Chicana activists interviewed by Gloria's friend Luisa who is collecting interviews 

for her book, The Chicana Experience. Delia's dilemma of feeling more dead than alive 

is a result both of her painful personal and cultural losses and her positionality between 

Chicano and hegemonic culture. My analysis of Delia's Song will illustrate how Delia 

resolves her state of emotional crisis through cathartic writing that enables her to 

construct a bricolaged identity reminiscent of the "EI Louie" character in Jost! Montoya's 

poem, or the mestiza consciousness advocated by Gloria Anzaldua. Renato Rosaldo 

remarks about EI Louie that he negotiates the "border crossings" as a "Playful persona 

whose whimsical fantasies join together old things in new ways. His distinctive cultural 

practices personify a certain Chicano gift for improvisation and recombination within an 

array of disparate cultural elements that has been called 'transculturation"' (Rosaldo 215). 
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The history of Chicanos and the Mexican-U.S. border reveals the shifting state of 

the border, something which is virtually invisible in United States history lessons. 

Through the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that ended the Mexican-American war, 

the United States expanded to include the previously Mexican areas of Texas, the 

Southwest states and California. This development resulted in an "occupied Mexico" 

within the borders of the United States, a population whose linguistic and cultural 

heritage was Mexican. As a result of this history, Anzaldua describes the mestiza as one 

who has no homeland, yet belongs to all countries. The mestiza has to abandon rigid 

boundaries and habitual thought patterns and learn to survive through accepting 

flexibility and ambiguity. Rather than engaging in an internalized border conflict 

between competing cultures, Anzaldua recommends reconciliation of opposites. 

At some point, on our way to a new consciousness, we will have to leave the 
opposite bank, the split between the two mortal combatants somehow h€?aled so 
that we are on both shores at once and, at once, see through serpent and eagle 
eyes. Or perhaps we will decide to disengage from the dominant culture, write it 
off altogether as a lost cause, and cross the border into a wholly new and separate 
territory ... These numerous possibilities leave la mestiza floundering in 
uncharted seas. In perceiving conflicting information and points of view, she is 
subjected to a swamping of her psychological borders. She has discovered that 
she can't hold concepts or ideas in rigid boundaries (Anzald£la 78-79). 

At the opening of Delia's Song, Delia is still in the state of shock induced by 

personal losses and her experience of cultural conflict. Anzaldua's comments about the 

impact of this conflict on her also apply to Delia. "Like many Indians and Mexicans, I 

did not deem my psychic experiences real. I denied their occurrences and let my inner 

senses atrophy. I allowed white rationality to tell me that the existence of the 'other 

world' was mere pagan superstition" (AnzaldGa 36). The reader first encounters Delia 

through her nightmare "Yellow fire Yellow fire Endless fire ... Dwinelle Hall is burning 

Walls of yellow fire" (Corpi, Delia's 7). When she awakens from this nightmare, Delia 
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prepares to attend a Day of the Dead Party as S1. Teresa, the Spanish mystic. Thus her 

dream states and interest in mysticism contend with the rational mentality required for 

her academic studies. In Corpi's subsequent novels, the character of Gloria has psychic 

abilities. In Cactus Blood, Gloria discovers Justin reading an article by Foucault on 

"Dreams, Imagination, and Existence" in an attempt to understand her gift, thus also 

suggesting a connection between Gloria's visions and Delia's aptitude for dreaming. 

Ultimately the presence of Delia Trevrno in Cactus Blood reveals a woman who has both 

completed her Ph.D. and become a poet, thus having realized the "mestiza consciousness" 

recommended by Anzaldua. But before she can accomplish this, Delia must recover 

from her coatlicue, asustada condition. 

My resistance, my refusal to know some truth about myself brings on that 
paralysis, depression -brings on the Coatlicue state .. .I feel myself closing, 
hiding, holding myself together rather than allowing myself to fall apart. 
Sweating with a headache, unwilling to communicate, frightened by sudden 
noises, estoy asustada. In the Mexican culture it is called susto, the soul 
frightened out of the body. The afflicted one is allowed to rest and recuperate, to 
withdraw into the 'underworld' without drawing condemnation (Anzaldua 48-49). 

This coatlicue state necessitates a voluntary descent into the underworld of one's 

consciousness, allowing oneself to let go of the need to understand rationally what must 

be experienced on a deeper level of the psyche, the level of dreams, powerful emotions, 

and psychological transformation. Once the fear of entering the darkness is over come 

and the woman dares to enter the embrace of Coatlicue, "Suddenly the repressed energy 

rises, makes decisions, connects with conscious energy and a new life begins" (Anzaldua 

49). La Llorona is a cultural symbol related to Coatlicue that Anzaldua also recognizes as 

essential to this process of healing border wounds. Delia, who is in a state of depression 

resulting from repressed mourning suggests La Llorona as does Lillian Cisneros, the 

woman whose child was murdered in Eulogy, and Carlota in Cactus Blood who is 

mourning her rape and the death she awaits from pesticide poisoning. AnzaldGa 
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describes la Uorona as a descendant of the Aztec goddess Cihuacoatl. "Like La Uorona, 

Cihaucoatl howls and weeps in the night, screams as if demented. She brings mental 

depression and sorrow. Long before it takes place, she is the first to predict something is 

to happen" (Anzaldt'Ia 35-36). 

Anzald6a imagines that the tradition of la Uorona wailing for her lost children is 

an echo of the "mourning rites performed by women as they bid their sons, brothers and 

husbands good-bye" when they left for war (AnzaldGa 33). The loss of these collective 

mourning practices leaves Delia and her parents unable to communicate their repressed 

pain. Anzald(ia also suggests that la Uorona may be "traveling the dark terrains of the 

unknown searching for the lost parts of herself', which again resonates with Delia who is 

trying to find an identity that doesn't require the denial of substantial parts of herself 

(Anzaldiia 38). Finally, Anzaldua prefers to think that la Uorona is crying for the losses 

of the colonial conquest, her "lost children, los Chicanos/mexicanos ". This resonates 

with the themes of collective cultural and familial loss in all of Corpi's novels. In Delia's 

Song, the altars for the dead at her Aunt Marta's house and the Day of the Dead party 

given by her friend Mattie are Delia's sole reminders of the psychological need for 

mourning the dead and her other losses. 

Delia's Song is a narrative that integrates this personal experience of loss with the 

social and cultural losses of the Chicano people. The author, Lucha Corpi, bears witness 

to this social and political context and documents the Third World Strike at Berkeley. Her 

main character, Delia, must evolve and grow through these circumstances of her life. 

Delia "Seeks understanding of her role in the strike, and through this understanding ... to 

control her own identity" (Rebolledo 121). Delia at the novel's opening scene has not yet 

learned to release her repressed pain and express her true self. Though exhausted from 



completing her dissertation while supporting herself with a part-time job, Delia judges 

her accomplishments too harshly. She demands much of herself and is so preoccupied 
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with her obligations that she seems to have little capacity for enjoyment. Delia begins to 

attire herself as the nun, Teresa of A vila, her costume for the Day of the Dead party, 

while she reflects on her life and the goals she had set for herself nine years earlier. 

Delia had come to Berkeley in the fall of 1968 as a freshman full of plans--finish 
her degree, support her parents, do something for people in the barrio, marry and 
have a family. Nine years later, at age 28, she had achieved only one of her goals, 
a degree that seemed as useless as it had been hard to obtain (Corpi, Delia's 9). 

As she walks to her car to drive to the party, Delia notices a solitary rose and 

crosses the street for a closer look. Standing on the sidewalk in front of the rose, she is 

tormented by inner voices, "It's burning ... Walls of fire My God", reminding her of 

incidents during the Berkeley Strike, which ended with violent encounters between the 

students and the National Guard (Corpi 11). Delia can't silence her inner chaos. Then 

she feels herself falling to the ground and slipping into unconsciousness. A voice asks 

"Sister, are you all right? and a man offers to help her. Delia notices the warmth of his 

touch because she has been feeling so cold.. Although she sees the man only vaguely in 

the dim light, he seems familiar. When Delia asks him if his photo has appeared in the 

paper, the man laughs then says "Yes, many people have seen my photo all over the 

world .. .I am James Joyce ... At least for tonight I am Joyce" (Corpi 12). Due to her 

extremely distraught condition, Delia wonders whether she heard him correctly? Perhaps 

she really is crazy. She also recalls James Joyce's novel, Ulysses. and Molly Bloom's 

stream of consciousness, "And first I put my arms around him yes and drew him down to 

me so he could feel my breasts all perfume yes and his heart was going like mad and yes I 

said yes I will yes" (Corpi 12). 
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As this man dressed as Joyce laughs about his masquerade, Delia also begins to 

laugh but rather hysterically. She responds" 'You don't mean ... You can't mean the 

writer. .. The James Joyce Don't you know you're dead? Dead!' She was laughing 

uncontrollably" (Corpi 13). Joyce is increasingly concerned about her behavior, looking 

at her and finally offering to give her a ride home. She tells him "No" although she is 

really thinking she wishes he wouldn't leave. After this strange encounter, Delia is even 

more convinced that she is losing her mind and thinks that "Now I'm living my 

nightmares". Finally she calms herself by realizing that it was simply an amusing 

coincidence. "She knew Joyce was dead, and the man she had just met was an imposter. 

Did he know she was an imposter, too, that Santa Teresa was also dead? Would he go 

home and tell his friends or his wife he had just met a nun who was going mad?" (Corpi 

14). 

While driving to the party, Delia has torturous thoughts about her condition, "Am 

I about to die Madness Maybe that's it Uncle Simon Will I die with fireflies in my 

mouth too" (Corpi 31). Delia worries about the possibility of hereditary madness in her 

family because of her Uncle Simon, who people said had gone mad because of his 

"libertine ways". Then Delia remembers all the painful stories of the past -stories of her 

years at Berkeley, the Chicano student movement, and the strike as well as the family 

history of her brothers' deaths and her rejection by her mother. She reflects on her two 

dead brothers and how she alone is fortunate to be alive and to have had the opportunity 

for a college education. 

Her brother, Sebastian, had not been so lucky and had died of a drug overdose in a 
damp, putrid-smelling shooting gallery. Her second brother, Ricardo, had gone 
into the Army because he was afraid he would suffer the same fate as Sebastian. 
'What a choice,' she had told Ricardo when they kissed for the last time. 'You 
either die like Sebastian or you die on a battlefield' (Corpi 17). 
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When she arrives at Mattie's house, Delia notices the other guests at the party 

dressed as various historical and literary figures including Virginia Woolf, Sor Juana, 

Luis Valdez and Pancho Villa. Mattie greets Delia and mentions that George Sand is 

having a footbath because "Joyce bumped the table and that heavy bust of Beethoven fell 

on her foot" (Corpi 68). Delia is very relieved to realize that the man she met was 

masquerading as Joyce for this party because this means that she hasn't been losing her 

mind. Now however she is worried about what he must think of her because of her 

peculiar behavior on the sidewalk. The guests dressed as Valdez, Murieta and Zapata 

remind Delia of the Mexican revolution and the Chicano movement and she feels 

overwhelming sadness over the failure of the strike/revolution and over the deaths of her 

brothers, victims of colonialism and racism. During her flashbacks, Delia has also 

remembered a fellow student, Jeff, and the moments when it seemed that something 

might develop between them, but failed due to miscommunication. Remembering all of 

her losses and perhaps this lost opportunity for love, Delia begins to cry. 

The revolution was stillborn .. .It died in the hearts of people like Samuel and me 
Don't they know She felt a lump in her throat, but fought back the tears. If she 
started to cry, she would be crying a long time; for her two lost brothers, her 
parents whose three children had fallen victims of one kind of war or another, for 
all the people like her who believed they would make a difference and had gotten 
lost in some obscure corridor of academia. She would be crying for herself. The 
knot was loosened, the stream running down her cheeks (Corpi 70). 

The man she met earlier as James Joyce begins to comfort the crying Delia and 

she recognizes his touch as he wipes her tears. Delia is moved by his tenderness. When 

he asks what she is thinking, Delia admits that she wants him to hold her. Their love

making in the garden invokes the earlier reference to Molly and Leopold Bloom's sexual 

encounter, "She buried her face in his neck and drew him to her, down to a bed of dewy 

grass in the mist" (Corpi 71). For both Delia and "James Joyce" their sexual act 

combines pleasure and pain. Joyce remembers the painful experience of his wife's death 
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after which he was "left to roam aimlessly, a shadow in a spiritual wasteland" and during 

orgasm, Delia feels as if "her soul had escaped from her body through her gasping mouth, 

and she was dead" (Corpi 72). Later as he holds Delia and senses her painful tension, 

Joyce reflects that she is someone "Who had lost a great deal, had perhaps mourned her 

losses too long" (Corpi 72). Roger/Joyce admits to her that he has been thinking of her 

since he saw her kneeling in front of the rosebush. He had felt gUilty for desiring a nun 

but that in his masquerade as James Joyce he felt this would be acceptable. 

This Day of the Dead party, especially the encounter there between Del,ia 

masquerading as Teresa of Avila and Roger masquerading as James Joyce, is the key 

event in Delia's Song because it constitutes a liminal space, a "betwixt and between" 

moment when normative behaviors are relaxed. Due to her location between Anglo and 

Chicano cultures, Delia uneasily inhabits a permanent border zone in which she has not 

yet reconciled conflicting world views and obligations. At this party, she briefly enters a 

temporary liminal zone in which she can reconcile some conflicts and at last choose to 

make love simply because this is what she wants to do. Until this passionate encounter 

with Joyce, Delia has denied herself full participation in life because of her preoccupation 

with the dead and with her obligations as daughter and activist. Her friend's party 

functions as a transition between Delia's past, filled with loss, and her recovery of an 

ability to feel. Octavio Paz describes the liminal quality of the Day of the Dead festival. 

In certain fiestas the very notion of order disappears. Chaos comes back and 
license rules. Anything is permitted: the customary hierarchies vanish"along 
with all social, sex, caste, and trade distinctions ... Love becomes promiscuity. 
sometimes the fiesta becomes a Black Mass. Regulations, habits and customs are 
violated. Respectable people put away the dignified expressions and 
conservative clothes that isolate them, dress up in gaudy colors, hide behind a 
mask and escape from themselves (Paz 51). 

The two main characters at the Day of the Dead party in Delia's Song are Delia, 
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representing St. Teresa and Roger, representing James Joyce. S1. Teresa suggests the 

Spanish component of Mexico's mestizo culture but she also suggests a capacity for 

mystical consciousness that resembles Anzaldua's notion of "La Facultad", a psychic 

ability that balances what she calls "white rationality". The other character, James Joyce, 

was an Irish writer who expressed the complexities of the colonized consciousness in his 

novels, Ulysses and Finnegan's Wake, thus he also exemplifies the mestiza or "border 

crossings" position. The party occurs at a threshold time, the Day of the Dead, and 

includes a variety of other literary figures from European, South American, Me~ican and 

Chicano culture. The Day of the Dead, which this party commemorates, is a threshold 

time in both Mexican and Irish culture. Because this is a traditional Mexican and 

Catholic holyday for the remembrance of those who have died, it is appropriate that 

Delia and James Joyce/Roger would feel their losses more acutely at this time. In 

Mexican tradition the worlds of the living and of the dead intermingle especially during 

the Day of the Dead festival when people visit their relatives' graves and make altars with 

offerings of food and flowers to the dead. 

The Spanish brought folklore customs of making offerings to the dead with them 

when they conquered the new world and these customs merged with Aztec rituals of 

death. "The European customs of making food-offerings and feasting with the dead 

found fertile ground in Mexico where superficially similar ceremonies were an important 

aspect of pre-Hispanic religious ritual" (Carmichael 15). Aztec poetry recogni~ed the 

ephemeral nature of life, often represented with the flower metaphor and "flor y canto" or 

flower and song was the "ancient Aztec metaphor for poetry" (Sayer 13). Both Irish and 

Mexican-American Catholicism include pre-Christian elements such as observing All 

Soul's Day, Samhain in Celtic culture or D(a de los Muertos in Mexican culture, a time 

when the souls of the dead return to visit the living or at least when the living remember 
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their dead relatives. "Chicanos can't afford not to be ruled by their ghosts. We're like 

ants who carry their dead on their shoulders" (Corpi 76). Once when Delia visited her 

Aunt Marta in Monterey, they made an altar of the dead. Their altar had candy skulls and 

bread for the dead and included pictures of Kennedy and Pope John next to a medal of the 

Sacred Heart. Her aunt had also included embroideries of two folk heroes, Tiburcio 

V'squez and Joaqu1n Murieta on either side of the Virgen de Guadalupe. When Delia 

begins to write her story and mourn the death of her brothers and the death of her ideals 

for the Chicano student movement, she is actually creating her altars for the dead people 

and dead dreams in her life. 

When Joyce first encounters Delia collapsing on the sidewalk, she appears to be a 

nun kneeling at a rosebush in prayer. "The solitary rosebush on the lawn across the street 

caught her eye ... Despite the fury of the wind and the rain the night before, one rose still 

clung to a naked branch. The solitary rose in November Collective memory of spring on 

a bare limb" (Corpi 10). In fact Delia is praying but not in the usual manner. Her mind is 

besieged with fragments of painful memories relating to the Viet Nam war, the Berkeley 

strike, the death of her brothers. Her fragments of prayer remembered from childhood, 

"Our Father who art Our Father In Heaven", are interwoven with appeals to her parents, 

"Mother Mother ... Papa hold me Hold me" (Corpi 11). This solitary rosebush is a 

symbol of the transience of life associated with observations of the Day of the I?ead, 

when graves are covered with flowers and food offerings. "Our popular images always 

poke fun at life affirming the nothingness and insignificance of human existence. We 

decorate our houses with death's heads, we eat bread in the shape of bones on the Day of 

the Dead" (Paz 59). In this instance, the solitary rosebush evokes the roses on the altar 

of the dead that Delia made with Marta and reminds us that Delia is the only child 

remaining in her family. 
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One for Asunci6n One for Vicenta Another for Diego One more for Matilde my 
sister a little rose on the forehead Just one rose Let's make it blue One for my 
brother Manuel a marigold for him bright yellow One for Sim6n fireflies in his 
mouth (Corpi 94). 

Delia is haunted by memories like ghosts. Sometimes these memories take over 

her dreams creating violent nightmares composed of interwoven fragments from the past. 

Even her waking consciousness is haunted by these painful memories involving the loss 

of her brothers but also a multiplicity of other losses, including the loss of her mother's 

love, the loss of her hopes and dreams for the Chicano movement at Berkeley and 

especially perhaps the loss of her childhood. 12 "I've lost something essential. Maybe 

some innocence, faith" (Corpi 6). This theme of loss and mourning also occurs. in Irish 

literature, such as Julia O'Faolain's No Country for Young Men. The nun Judith and her 

great-niece are also survivors who have lost family members but perhaps more 

significantly are aware of the tremendous losses in the last century of Irish history. 

Grainne sees evidence of malnutrition in the poor Irish surrounding her and is reminded 

of the famine of 1845-49 when at least a million people died and another million or more 

emigrated. Judith's mental confusion causes her to relive her youth when many men died 

during the war of independence with Britain and the civil war that followed. 

Significantly by being dressed as the Irish author James Joyce, Delia's phantom 

lover evokes this dual significance of two peoples that have been colonized and 

experienced personal and cultural losses. The ghostly presence of James Joyce combines 

with her painful memories to haunt Delia and finally inspires her to write her story. Delia 

doesn't meet Roger, "Joyce", again until the ending of the novel but becomes obsessed 

with him or rather with what he symbolizes for her. James Joyce made a breakthrough in 

12 This idea that Delia is mourning her lost childhood was suggested to me by Chuck Tatum. Dean of 
Humanities at the University of Arizona. and has provided an important key to unlocking all four novels. 
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describing the psychological implications of colonialism and the consequences of this 

nightmare of Irish history. Some of the colonial issues that pervade Joyce's work are also 

significant in Delia's consciousness. For example, she is tormented by violent nightmares 

in which her tongue is cut until she finally realizes "Code of silence Victim and 

victimizer. . .I sliced my own tongue" (Corpi 145). Bloom in Ulysses experiences a 

nightmare sequence in which he is whipped by a dominatrix in a brothel. The manner in 

which colonialism makes the victim become his or her own victimizer is recognized by 

both Joyce and by Corpi as are the masks or roles that are usually imposed on colonized 

people, referred to in the following quotes from Paz' Labyrinth of Solitude and Fanon's 

Black Skin. White Masks. 

The Mexican, whether young or old, criollo or mestizo, general or laborer or 
lawyer, seems to me to be a person who shuts himself away to protect himself: his 
face is a mask and so is his smile ... His language is full of reticences, of 
metaphors and allusions, of unfinished phrases, while his silence is full of tints, 
folds, thunderheads, sudden rainbows, indecipherable threats (Paz 29). 

Every colonized people-in other words, every people in whose soul an inferiority 
complex has been created by the death and burial of its local cultural originality-
finds itself face to face with the language of the civilizing nation; that is, with the 
culture of the mother country. The colonized is elevated above his jungle status in 
proportion to his adoption of the mother country's cultural standards. He becomes 
whiter as he renounces his blackness, his jungle (Fanon 18). 

This necessity of wearing masks as articulated by Paz and Fanon is rejected by 

Delia and Julio when they discuss changing the name of MASC (Mexican-American 

Student Confederation) to MECHA (Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de AztUln). "No 

more MASC. No more masks. We are, who we are" (Corpi 24). Delia's childhood is 

shaped by her gradual realization of oppression, the example of her father's humiliation 

on his job and the tragedy of her brothers' deaths one by drug overdose and the other in 

Vietnam. Her childhood is also sad because her mother, grief stricken over the deaths of 
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her sons, withdraws from Delia, who feels obligated to fulfill her parents' dreams for their 

sons in order to compensate them for this loss. 

Due to her experience of multiple oppressions, race, class and gender, it is 

difficult for a woman such as Delia to obtain a sense of self, the autonomy to choose 

what she wants rather than what others want for her, when she is bombarded by familial 

and political expectations. The oppression of the main character, Delia, is both external 

and internalized. As a result, Delia struggles to change the society she inhabits as well as 

change herself by resisting the internalized scripts that have been directing her life. At 

first there are the expectations of her parents that one of their children will escape poverty 

and achieve respe:::t in the Anglo world. Then there are the expectations of MASC, later 

MECHA, that impose political obligations depriving Delia of simply enjoying her life. 

"La raza La causa But not love Or eroticism for that matter" (Corpi 129). Yet it is not 

simply that Delia feels denied the pleasure of love or sexuality but that she is even denied 

the pleasure of doing something simply for fun, or because she wants to do it. Even the 

writing of her dissertation seems a burden that prevents her from writing poetry as she 

would rather do. Finally at the Day of the Dead party, Delia is able to express herself 

while masquerading as Teresa of Avila. 

Take those two terms mask and masquerade, which reappear conspicuously and 
are both meant, worn as they are, as weapons of survival. But the former is there 
to represent a burden, imposed, constraining the expression of one's real identity; 
the latter is flaunted, or ... at least put on like a new dress which, even when 
required, does give some pleasure to the wearer (De Lauretis 17). 

One must assume the feminine role deliberately. Which means already to convert 
a form of subordination into an affirmation, and thus to begin to thwart it. .. To 
play with mimesis is thus, for a woman, to try to recover the place of her 
exploitation by discourse, without allowing herself to be simply reduced to it 
(Irigaray 76). 
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Throughout the novel, Delia has a recurring fantasy about the sexual encounter 

with "James Joyce" which represents the first time she has chosen something for herself, 

has acted rather than passively accepting others' expectations. The actual James Joyce 

challenged Irish nationalist stereotypes of women with his Molly Bloom character of a 

sexually active woman in Ulysses, just as Corpi through her character of Delia initiating 

the sexual encounter with "James Joyce" challenges stereotypes of Mexican women. In 

Mexican history, La Malinche has been portrayed as the woman who betrayed her people 

by becoming Cortes' mistress, thus "The potential accusation of 'traitor' or 'vendida' is 

what hangs above the heads and beats in the hearts of most Chicanas seeking to develop 

our own autonomous sense of ourselves, particularly through sexuality" (Moraga 103). A 

similar pattern of female purity was established by the Irish patriots such as Patrick 

Pearse who wrote poems glorifying motherhood and Mother Ireland. 

If the young Joyce was antipathetic to the national ideology which his generation 
did so much to promote, it was not so much to the specific claims of Gaelic ... but 
to their service of a notion of Irish purity which linked a wholly false notion of the 
Gael to the equally false notion of the sexually and racially pure Irish person-to be 
more specific, the pure Irish woman (MacCabe quoted in Maddox 381). 

The women in No Country for Young Men often have difficulty accepting their 

sexuality. Judith in the early 20th century is upset to find that she responds to Sparky's 

touch and feels as if her body has betrayed her. She remembers a priest who breaks down 

and cries as he tells the young schoolgirls how he is restored by their innocence. "How 

can I ever tell you the joy it brings to my heart to see innocence abloom today in this 

ancient, holy and sacred land?"(Q'Faolain 301). Years later the situation has improved 

somewhat for women. Like Delia, Grainne is indebted to the cultural precedent of James 

Joyce's Molly for her ability to have a sexual fantasy of being "wanton like witches who, 

in nocturnal orgies, did the opposite of everything they did by day" (Q'Faolain 103). Yet 

she still experiences male disapproval of her behavior, her husband thinking she is too 
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sexually demanding and her son that she is not beautiful enough to have an affair. "She 

wasn't a star but the sort of woman who got supporting roles and should devote herself to 

playing them properly" (O'Faolain 369). 

Mexican-American culture like Irish culture is immersed in Catholicism. 

Catholicism played a role in the Spanish colonization of indigenous peoples in the new 

world while James Joyce considered Ireland to have been doubly colonized by the Roman 

Catholic Church and by British imperialism. A knowledge of Catholicism and the role 

played in Catholic culture by confession and suffering, contributes to the understanding 

of Joyce and Corpi. As Joyce in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man explores the 

voyeuristic aspects of the confessional and the guilt associated with his Catholic 

conditioning, Delia is also exploring her inexplicable feeling of gUilt and wonders "Why 

am I always asking for forgiveness What have I done but be beaten and get up every 

time Is that my sin" (Corpi 163). When Delia tells her friend Mattie that she wants Jeff 

to know everything including the event with "Joyce", Mattie tells her, "The Catholic 

Church did quite ajob on you. This need to confess" (Corpi 190). 

Dervorgilla is an Irish parallel to La Malinche. In No Country for Young Men, 

the young Judith, who eventually becomes a nun, remembers a history lesson that the 

frail morals of a woman were first responsible for bringing the English to Irelan,d in 1169-

so "Women bore inherited guilt" (O'Faolain 34). This woman was Dervorgilla who left 

the Lord of Brefni for Diarmuid MacMurragh. During the fighting that resulted when 

Brefni sought revenge, Diarmuid fled to England "where he sought Henry II's help" 

which began the English occupation of Ireland (Weekes, Irish Women 184). In the case 

of Irish, Mexican or Mexican-American women like Delia, the Catholic message of gUilt 

is overlaid with the gUilt of conquest displaced on women who are associated with the 
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betrayal of Malinche or Dervorgilla. In her "Marina" poems, Corpi portrays this woman 

rather as a victim of betrayal, someone who was sold by her family then "negada y 

desecrada" by Cortfs then blamed for her desecration by her "son" who calls her "La 

chingada" (SIDlchez 184). This reverses the traditional view as articulated by Octavio Paz 

in his analysis of the Mexican psyche. 

If the Chingada is a representation of the violated Mother, it is appropriate to 
associate her with the Conquest, which was also a violation, not only in the 
historical sense but also in the very flesh of Indian women. The symbol of this 
violation is dona Malinche, the mistress of Cortes ... And as a small boy will not 
forgive his mother if she abandons him to search for his father, the Mexican 
people have not forgiven La Malinche for her betrayal (Paz 86). 

La Malinche has been regarded as the traitress who betrayed her Indian 

civilization by assisting Cort€s and becoming his mistress. For Octavio Paz, she is a 

symbol of betrayal "because she allowed herself to be 'opened,' or 'penetrated,' by the 

Spanish male. The expression la chingada or hijo de la chingada (son of the violated one) 

is used to demean all women and mothers, not only La Malinche. In reality, she was both 

slave and skillful translator. She has been redeemed recently by various female' critics 

who view her as a talented woman betrayed by her family and Cort-es and silenced by a 

history that does not tell of Malinche's response to these events. Malinche was a 

commodified woman whose use in the "transfer of females through which Malintzin 

became Dona Marina" signified the "military exchange of power from the Indi~n states 

to the Spanish foreigners" (Cypess 81). In retrospect, it is possible to view Malinche as 

an intelligent colonized woman masquerading as translator and lover to Cortt!s in order to 

render the inevitable conquest less brutal for her people. 

In the patriarchal, colonial, "Binary Manichean system of thought Guadelupe's 

transcendentalizing power, silence and maternal self-sacrifice are the positive, contrasting 
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attributes.to those of a woman who speaks as a sexual being and independently of her 

maternal role ... as Malintzin did" (Alarcon 62). Corpi's four poems about Mari'na 

reinterpret her "Not as a woman who betrayed [se vendio], but as a woman who was 

betrayed [fue'vendida] by husband, lover, and son. Implicitly, she was also betrayed by 

family, culture, and country" (Srlnchez 184). By revising representations of La Malinche, 

Chicanas revise the image of motherhood and of woman. In Delia's Marina poem, the 

stanza of Marina Virgen follows the stanza of Marina Madre thus suggesting again that 

virginity is not so much a physical condition. In fact in this poem the virginity seems 

associated with Marina's aspect of suffering and her identification with the crucified 

Christ. Sfutchez notes that this stanza of the virgin Marina describes the "mujer sufrida, 

or the long-suffering Mexican woman" (Sanchez 191). Delia and her mother are stoically 

suffering women in the sense described by Paz. "(A 'long-suffering' person is less 

sensitive to pain than a person whom adversity has hardly touched.) Through suffering, 

our women become like our men: invulnerable, impassive, and stoic" (Paz 39). 

The connection between Delia and Joyce is relevant to her issues with silence and 

language because colonialism does not permit the voice of the colonized to be heard and 

imposes the language of the colonizer. Sometimes Delia speaks in Spanish, Chicano 

Spanish and other times in English. She is as caught between these languages as Irish 

authors like Joyce were caught between Gaelic, English and Irish English. Joyce opted 

for a third alternative finally in Finnegan's Wake when he creates a new language of 

English based neologisms using the rhythm of Gaelic. Joyce used various linguistic 

modes in his writing and thus "Exploited the complex linguistic situation in Irel,and to 

serve his goal. .. The English spoken by the mass of the Irish people and partly recorded 

in the works of these writers, was oral-formulaic in its compositional principle and 

closely related to Irish" (Deane 42). For Irish authors then as now, the language question 
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signifies much more than merely the choice of language in which to communicate but 

more deeply the profound psychological conflict for those living in a condition of 

colonialism when the predominant language of expression is the colonizer's language and 

when the native language embodies a culture that has been disrupted by the colonization 

process. 

The language in which we are speaking is his before it is mine. How different are 
the words home, Christ, ale, master, on his lips and on mine! I cannot speak or 
write these words without unrest of spirit. His language, so familiar and so 
foreign, will always be for me an acquired speech. I have not made or accepted 
its words ... My soul frets in the shadow of his language (Joyce 189). 

She began telling it in Spanish, which she always spoke with her aunt, but as she 
related the episode about her near-accident and her fear of being mad, she 
switched to English, something that Marta found very amusing and interesting but 
not strange, as she herself would on occasions do the same thing. "There are 
things," she had told Cloti many times, "that one can only express in mother's 
language" (Corpi 99). 

The language question also suggests censorship, which can take a variety of 

forms. James Joyce's work was censored in his native Ireland because of its explicit 

sexuality but one wonders if it was not also due to his often harsh criticism of Irish 

subservience to British and Catholic authority. St. Teresa was not explicitly censored but 

she was also silenced in a sense because she was commanded to write by her confessor 

which must certainly have made this a less than spontaneous example of self-expression. 

Delia has a nightmare in which some man is slicing her tongue. She wonders "Why did I 

have to be punished? What frightens me most is that I didn't fight him. I let him maim 

me. He took away my tongue. My tongue! The very instrument of voice" (Corpi 127). 

Eventually Delia understands this nightmare as a form of self-censorship realizing that 

she has internalized the censor and that she is the one silencing herself. This motif of the 

tongue also suggests La Malinche, who was referred to by Spanish chroniclers as "la 

lengua ('the tongue')" because of her facility with languages (S!inchez 187). Women like 



La Malinche, Sor Juana, St. Teresa had potentially dangerous tongues that required 

patriarchal control and silencing. 
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For a long time it has been in body that women have responded to persecution, to 
the familial-conjugal enterprise of domestication, to the repeated attempts at 
castrating them. Those who have turned their tongues 10,000 times seven times 
before not speaking are either dead from it or more familiar with their tongues and 
their mouths than anyone else (Cixous, "Laugh" 257). 

Delia's choice of St. Teresa for her costume has as complex a multiplicity of 

meanings in the novel as does Roger's masquerade as Joyce. While she claims that the 

choice was influenced by her interest in St. Teresa's passionate quest for love, her choice 

also suggests an identification with the problems of self-expression for a woman mystic 

who has to rely on patriarchal language. St. Teresa has been much admired for her 

courage in writing of her experience during a time when she could have been punished by 

the Spanish Inquisition but it is believed that St. Teresa escaped the Inquisition '.'Not only 

because she had influential friends, but because she wrote" in obedience to the command 

of her confessors (Kamboureli 58). 

Teresa is known for her use of sexual imagery to describe the mystical experience 

because this is an experience of jouissance that does not lend itself to the limitations of 

language. "With this [spear] he seemed to pierce my heart several times so that it 

penetrated to my entrails ... The pain was so sharp that it made me utter several moans; 

and so excessive was the sweetness caused me by this intense pain that one can never 

wish to lose it" (Teresa quoted in Kamboureli 55). Delia imitates St. Teresa when she 

chooses the language of intimacy to write herself out of her emotional crisis/nightmare, a 

language that would have been unsuitable to the dissertation she has just completed. 

"Maybe she was grasping at straws, hoping to find a way to get herself out of spiritual 

deprivation, but a voice inside kept assuring her that writing would help her restore 
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proper order to a world that had collapsed around her" (Corpi 78). Primarily this erotic 

mysticism of Teresa implies that sexuality and spirituality are not binary opposites and 

that women are not either saints or beasts as was emphasized early in the 20th century. 

"By 1900 writers and painters, scientists and critics, the learned and the modish alike had 

been indoctrinated to regard all women who no longer conformed to the imago of the 

household nun as vicious, bestial creatures, representative of a pre-evolutionary, 

instinctual past" (Dijkstra 324-5). Delia's masquerade as an erotic nun entirely 

deconstructs these stereotypes. 

Teresa's use of the confessional genre offers another interesting parallel to Delia's 

writing. Both women subvert this genre by using it to justify themselves rather than to 

ask forgiveness. Since St. Teresa had been suspected of being involved with the devil 

rather than with God, her relationship with her confessors and her writing under their 

direction was a means of self-defense during the Inquisition period. Teresa in fact 

advises women to be careful in their choice of confessors and maintain secrecy if 

necessary because when her confessors talked about her to each other "They have done 

me great harm, divulging things which should have been kept secret" (Kamboureli 60). In 

her review of Alison Weber's Teresa of A vila and the Rhetoric of Femininity, Marie 

Kramb describes Teresa's style as a "Careful rhetoric of self-depreciation which involves 

several strategic moves: an affected modesty ... a pose of contrition ... and a narrative 

voice which registers as orthodox and exemplary actions which actually entail protest" 

(Kramb 111-12). According to Kramb, Weber demonstrates how Teresa affected 

humility and employed tactics of "disorder, digression, and imprecision" to disguise as 

"women's chatter" a "charismatic text" which unites the erotic with the spiritual (Kramb 

109). 
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The presence of Sor Juana, a nun who lived in 17th century Mexico, as another 

party guest suggests parallels between Teresa and Sor Juana as well as between the two 

nuns and Delia, who has chosen to masquerade as a nun. Teresa and Sor Juana'both 

wrote passionately about love. Whereas for Teresa this was a mystical love of God, for 

Sor Juana her passion seemed primarily intellectual and her love lyrics describe a more 

secular relationship. Both Sor Juana and Teresa had separations from their mothers at an 

early age. Teresa's mother died when she was 14. "When I began to understand what I . -

had lost, I went, afflicted, before an image of our Lady and besought her with many tears 

to be my mother" (Knuth 133). Throughout her writings Teresa makes many other 

references to shedding tears of joy, of repentance and of grief. 

Sor Juana's brilliance was discovered at an early age and her mother sent her to 

live with a married sister when Juana was only 10. Though ostensibly this action was 

motivated by concern for Juana, it may also have been convenient for her mother who 

had entered into another love affair. Sor Juana could serve as a prototype for Delia 

because she was an intelligent and educated woman at a time when this was uncommon. 

Both Sor Juana and Delia have rejected feminine cultural stereotypes by developing their 

intelligence. "In writings such as her 'Respuesta' and the 'Autodefensa espiritual' 

(Spiritual Self-Defense), Sor Juana militantly defends a woman's right to education and, 

by implication, participation in the male order" (Merrim 22). Sor Juana like Delia and 

Teresa is a woman mourning both personal loss and her loneliness in a world unreceptive 

to so brilliant a woman. Her love poems resemble Delia's obsession with the phantom 

lover James Joyce and have been interpreted by paz as expressions of unrequited love. 

Sor Juana admonishes her elusive lover that 'poco importa burlar brazos' y pecho / 
si te labra prision mi fantaSIa (little does it matter if you escape my arms and 
breast if my fantasy creates a prison for you). paz invokes this poem as 
emblematic of Sor Juana's male characters, who are invariably shadows, 
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incorporeal ideas; 'fantastic' phantoms--in sum, absences recreated in the solitude 
of unreciprocated love (Merrim 19). 

As did St. Teresa with love of God, Sor Juana used love of learning as a "poetic 

theme and invested it with the fateful intensity of erotic love". Similarly Delia's 

attachment to the memory of her sexual encounter with Joyce becomes transformed into a 

love affair with her writing. As H~lene Cixous describes in Coming to Writing, the 

desire to write can be erotic, "What makes me write, moan, sing, dare?" (Cixous 44). In 

fact the passion of writing is controlling and ravishing the writer, "First I am touched, 

caressed, wounded; then I try to discover the secret of this touch to extend it, celebrate it, 

and transform it into another caress" (45). In effect by loving God as in the case of 

Teresa, or a phantom lover as in the case of Delia and Sor Juana, these women maintain 

their virginity, not primarily in the physical sense but rather in the sense of a woman who 

is autonomous. According to Octavio Paz, Sor Juana's "presumptuous tone" in her 

defense of women's rights in the Respuesta alienated the Bishop of Puebla and her 

confessor and caused them to withdraw their support thus requiring her to renounce her 

pursuit of secular knowledge. In the Respuesta, "Rather than the unctuous rhetoric of 

subordination, here we find assertive and biting invective ... Sor Juana's true voice? A Sor 

Juana with no mask?" (Merrim 28). 

Delmira Agustini, one of the other" guests" attending the Day of the Dead party. 

was an early 19th century Uruguayan poet who also created fantasy lovers in her poetry. 

One of her poems in entitled "Boca a boca" (mouth to mouth) and has this line"Vampiro 

vuelto mariposa al dfa" (the vampire turns into a butterfly by day) (Norat 154). Other 

poems describe desire as cannibalism and masochism. The following lines are from a 

poem entitled "EI vampiro". 



lY exprimi' m~s, traidora, dulcemente 
'Tu coraz6n herido mortalmente, 
Por la cruel daga rara y exquisita 
De un mal sin nombre, hasta sangrarlo en llanto I 
Y las mil bocas de mi sed maldita 
Tendf a esa fuente abierta en tu quebranto 

?Por qu6 fue tu vampiro de amargura? .. 
Soy flor 0 estirpe de una especie oscura 
Que come llagas y que bebe eillanto (Norat 159) 

You have expressed so much, traitress, sweetly 
Your heart mortally wounded 
By the cruel dagger, rare and exquisite 
Of an evil without name, until bleeding in a flood of tears I 
And the thousand mouths of my cursed thirst 
Stretch toward this open fountain in your affliction. 

Why were you a vampire of bitterness? 
I am a flower or the lineage of an obscure species 
That eats sores and that drinks tears. 
(my translation) 
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Gisela Norat in her article on Agustini, "Vampirismo, sadismo y masoquismo en 

la poesla de Delmira Agustini" sees the poets obsession with this dark side of love/desire 

as a reflection of her resentment of maternal oppression of daughters in obedience to 

patriarchal law. "Por qui! la mujer incuba tanta animosidad contra la madre? La 

respuesta parece radicar en que la madre es la primera figura autoritaria y, por 10 tanto, 

para la nina 'fsta representa prohibiciones de todo tipo. En 10 sexualla madre Ie prohibe 

la masturbacion y la regana por otras expresiones de car!lcter sexual" (Norat 160). 

[Why does the woman incubate such animosity against her mother? The answer appears 

to lie in that the mother is the primary authority figure and therefore for the daughter 

represents prohibitions of every type. In sexual matters her mother prohibits 

masturbation and she scolds her for other expressions of a sexual nature.] 
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Citing Adrienne Rich's explanation in Of Woman Born of the mother as an 

enforcer of the patriarchy, Norat sees Agustini as resentful of this repressive socialization 

at the hands of her mother such that maternal love is vampirism, sucking the passion out 

of children, especially daughters. Agustini was a powerful woman yet had to conceal her 

creative and sexual passion because it was not acceptable in an Uruguayan woman of that 

era. Thus another aspect of the vampire motif is that a powerful woman was perceived in 

Freudian terms as castrating like the seductive vampire. Therefore a powerful woman 

must wear a mask of subservience appearing as a butterfly by day, "vampiro vu~lto 

mariposa al db" (Norat 154). In the 1960s and 70s when Delia's Song occurs, it was stilI 

generally true of the Chicano family that "Women are particularly ostracized socially for 

being sexually active outside of marriage, and more than that, are stigmatized if they are a 

single parent" (Garcia-Bahne 37). Delia at the Day of the Dead party sees herself in the 

mirror as "Dracula the undead" reflecting her inner conflict over gender and cultural roles 

that has left her exhausted but also suggesting her seduction of James Joyce/Roger which 

is about to occur as an expression of the passion she has long repressed (Corpi 69). 

"Los versos donde surge el vampirismo son una reacci6n al escesivo carmo materno que, 

llevado al extremo, desangra la propia vida de la hija ... Pero en el fondo de los versos 

s~dicos hay una venganza contra la madre por someter a la hija a las injusticias del 

sistema patriarcal" (Norat 163). 

[The verses from which vampirism surges are a reaction to the excessive maternal care 

that, carried to the extreme, drains the very life from the daughter ... but at the bottom of 

these sadistic verses there is a vengeance against the mother for submitting her daughter 

to the injustices of the patriarchal system.] 
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The passion that is repressed by the patriarchal mother is not only eroticism, as 

signified by the sexual encounter of St. Teresa and James Joyce/Molly, but also a passion 

for life which opposes that patriarchal oppression that has drawn Delia's brothers into 

death through the Vietnam war or through the machismo life of the barrio. When she 

becomes involved in the student movement, Delia learns from Samuel about the social 

factors contributing to this outcome for her brothers. "'It's the system ... White 

supremacy. Colonialism. Whatever we want to call it. It spells racism, oppression. No 

choices.' He looked at Delia hanging onto every word. 'Your brothers were both victims 

of it.' " (Corpi 89). 

Although Delia begins to understand the web of systematized circumstances, 

colonialism, war etc. that destroys the oppressed, she still expects her parents, especially 

her mother, to be accountable for enforcing the patriarchy and not protecting her sons. 

"'My mother could have done something. At least tell Ricardo not to enlist. He wasn't 

drafted. He enlisted. But she wouldn't do it. .. And she said she loved him' I loved him 

too She let them kill him She did She's to blame She doesn't love me" (Corpi 90). In 

fact Delia resents her mother not only for not preventing her brothers' death but also 

because she believes her mother rejected her because she is not male. Delia thinks that 

her mother preferred her sons and is disappointed to be left with only a daughter. Though 

her friend Mattie tries to tell her, "You're not responsible for your father's weakness or for 

your brothers' deaths or for anyone else's failures", Delia sets unrealistically demanding 

expectations for herself in hopes of winning her mother's approval (Corpi 76). 

Why don't you love me Mother What must I do What can I do I wished I 
had died instead of them I live I live I love you mother It isn't enough 
It'll never be enough for you Fill the emptiness Why did you abandon me 
What did I ever do to you I was a girl Was that it I wasn't a boy We never 
talk We don't even fight Silence between us Dark web you've crocheted to 



hold me there Speechless Why can't you love me Mother Why I'm not 
much but I'm all you've got All you've got (Corpi 33). 
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In daily life, Agustini seemed a docile, obedient daughter who conformed and 

married a conventional man, but at night she wrote intensely erotic poetry. Eventually 

Agustini was unable to repress this passionate side, leaving her husband after only two 

months and beginning a liaison with a fellow poet. Her husband could not accept this 

rejection and in 1914 shot Agustini and then killed himself. Agustini had consigned her 

passionate rebellious side to her poetry. When she tried to unite her two roles in real life, 

"The men of her time were not prepared for this new woman" (Fox-Lockert 41). Sor 

Juana was silenced by her Church, but Delmira Agustini was silenced by her husband's 

revolver. 

Not only is Delia masquerading as Teresa, but contemporary treatments of Teresa 

and Sor Juana mentioned earlier by Weber and Merrim, demonstrate that both nuns 

strategically wore discursive "masks" of humility and subordination that concealed 

women considerably more complex than their facades. 13 Thus Delmira's mask of docile 

daughter is like Delia's masks of a dutiful daughter, a dutiful political activist. Some 

masks are cultural and others gendered. When Delia first hears the name of the Chicano 

students group, MASC, it sounds like "mask". Chicanos have worn masks to p'lease 

Anglo society and Delia has worn masks to please her parents and men. When Delia 

dresses as St. Teresa, the Spanish mystic nun, to attend her friend's Day of the Dead 

party, this scene unites the novel's prevalent theme of masks or masquerade with the 

motif of death and the ghosts of history. 

13 see Merrim, Stephanie. Feminist Perspectives on SorJuana Ines de la Cruz. Detroit:Wayne State. 1991 
and Weber, Alison. Teresa of Avila and the Rhetoric of femininity. Princeton, 1990. 
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As a survivor of the political battles of the Berkeley Chicano student movement of 

the late 1960s, Delia knows that the temptation to retreat to a private world of eros is 

unrealistic except as a metaphor. The pain of social and economic oppression has had 

such an impact on Delia, her family and friends that she knows there is no escaping it 

through romantic love. The complex problems of gender, race and class will accompany 

her into any love affair or marriage or career she might enter. Thus her efforts to achieve 

self-realization cannot be separated from her awareness of the historical oppression of 

Mexican-Americans and the need to continue working for social change. 

Delia's Song challenges stereotypical notions of the Mexican-American family 

and expectations for Chicanas. "Most often, the father takes on an authoritarian, 

dominant role as a result of wanting to be an effective parent" and "The family and 

marriage get viewed as the only vehicles by which a woman can validly find expression 

of her values regarding her sexuality, thus binding her to childbearing and main.tenance of 

family cohesiveness" (Garcia-Bahne 36-37). In this novel, Delia's father is more 

vulnerable than her detached mother and he is the one who actually breaks down and 

cries with her when his son dies. Garcia-Bahne criticizes the view that cultural factors 

are solely responsible for the Chicano family's over-valuation of the male, its 

characteristics of "paternalism, authoritarianism, low levels of aspiration, fatalism, female 

passivity and male domination" (Garcia-Bahne 40). She argues that the Chicano family's 

low-income status as a result of economic oppression has fostered many of these 

characteristics because the cohesive family becomes a place for the man to "vent work 

dissatisfactions and frustrations. This is one arena where he is not powerless, as in his 

job, and can in fact exercise some dominance, i.e. over his wife and children" (Garcia

Bahne 38). 
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At a previous Day of the Dead party whose theme was to dress as anything to do 

with death, Delia is dressed as Camille in La Traviata, the courtesan who was dying of 

consumption. "Living dead Loving dead" (Corpi 63). At that party she met Fernando 

with whom she has an emotionally abusive relationship. After awhile Fernando controls 

Delia with his cruelty until her nightmares become worse. "There was something in her, 

however, which had not allowed her to carry out her death wish; perhaps it was that 

Fernando's abuse had finally become physical and he had hit her, making her nose bleed," 

so Delia picked up a dictionary of the Spanish language and struck him (Corpi 64). With 

this act of asserting herself and expressing her anger Delia begins to awaken from her 

numbness, her living death. 

At the novel's opening scene, Delia is having a nightmare in which this 

interpersonal violence of her relationship with her controlling ex-boyfriend Fernando 

collapses into the violent repression of the student strike at Berkeley. She is invoking the 

name of the Father in this dream as she tries to pray, ""Our Father who art Fire In 

Heaven" (Corpi 7). This dream later erupts into her consciousness on her way to the Day 

of the Dead party. Dressed as St. Teresa, she tries to drown out the tormenting inner 

voices with this prayer again but finds she can't get past the first words "Our Father who 

art Our Father In Heaven" As she begins to fall her inner voice calls "Mother Mother" 

and then "Papa hold me Hold me" (Corpi 11). Despite this appeal, Delia is aware of the 

limitations of her parents, themselves victims of systemic oppression, to protect her. 

Despite abuse, her father is forced to obey a stereotype of a humble and submissive 

Chicano in order to keep his job. Her mother cannot teach her sons to resist the 

patriarchy nor value her daughter as an autonomous subject. 
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After she finished her dissertation, Delia wandered around the campus aimlessly. 

Her goal of fulfilling her family's expectations is accomplished and she doesn't know 

what to do. Upon seeing her reflection in the lake, she doesn't even recognize herself. 

"Not wanting to believe it was her own, she looked over her shoulder expecting someone 

else to be standing beside her. There was no one else there. She was alone" (Corpi 65). 

Delia can't see that ghost because it is actually her false self that she is trying to please. 

When Delia arrives at the Day of the Dead party after her collapse, Mattie tells her she 

looks "more like a worn-out courtesan than Santa Teresa" (Corpi 69). Delia goes to the 

mirror to fix herself and sees that her rouge is gone and her eye make-up had run leaving 

dark rings around her eyes. Delia thinks that she looks "more like Dracula the undead" 

than either a courtesan or St. Teresa. Delia is asustada which, as described earlier by 

AnzaldCia, is an avoidance of painful authenticity. Wearing her mUltiple masks of a 

colonized woman experiencing the complex oppressions of race, class and gender, Delia's 

authentic self is buried under this weighty burden. 

In Mexico, people are recognized as suffering from a folk illness whose 

symptoms resemble Delia's condition, generalized anxiety, fatigue, sleep disturbance and 

loss of consciousness. A study of this condition has found that it occurs more frequently 

among women because they are "emotionally taxed more heavily than their male 

counterparts" (Rubel 78). Susto is usually not the result of a sudden shock but rather of 

cumulative debilitation "resulting from social problems with which the victim was unable 

to cope" (Rubel 13-14). The stress is often caused by the individual's perception that he 

or she is unable to successfully fulfill their social role or masks, a role that perhaps in an 

atmosphere of the cultural and social crisis of colonization and industrialization is really 

beyond anyone's capacity to fill. Susto explains the individual's condition as th~ result of 
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having lost soul or some of their vital essence. This resembles Delia's repeated references 

to feeling dead or feeling her soul escape. 

Suffering sus to, being asustado, is based on people's understanding that an 
individual is composed of a body and an immaterial substance, an essence, that 
may become detached from the body and either wander freely or become a 
captive of supernatural forces. This essence may leave the body during sleep, 
particularly when the individual is dreaming, but may also become detached as a 
consequence of an unsettling or frightening experience (Rubel 8). 

The Day of the Dead party where she meets Joyce is the pivotal event in Delia's 

awakening from susto. On her way to the party she remembers the days of the Berkeley 

Chicano movement, another of her ghosts because it represents the loss of her idealistic 

student hopes for social change. After they make love and Joyce refers to her as Teresa, 

Delia wonders "Why must I always impersonate someone?" (Corpi 72). In her· 

spontaneous act of love with James Joyce, Delia expresses the repressed emotions and 

passions that lie buried beneath her surface facade, or mask. Delia has begun to emerge 

from her state of numbness, which she at times describes as "the living dead". After this 

awakening, Delia goes to stay with her Aunt Marta and there meets her old frie~d Jeff 

from her early days in Berkeley. After they become lovers, Jeff reflects how "Under the 

poised and demure face and manner lived a woman haunted by fury and sorrow, a woman 

he loved and yet did not know well" (Corpi 128). No one, including her friend Jeff, can 

know Delia until she accepts her painful authenticity. As their relationship develops, 

Delia realizes that she has generally chosen relationships that she knows will not require a 

"permanent commitment from her" and also that she has never said "I love you" to 

anyone, even Jeff despite their year-long relationship (Corpi 138). On one occasion when 

Jeff buys tickets for a trip before consulting with Delia, she is annoyed with him. After 

Delia and Jeff resolve this misunderstanding, Delia remembers "James Joyce" and how 

once with him she expressed her desire. 



190 

"Only once, I did what I wanted to do." Only once What I wanted to do One 
night in November It seems so long ago So long ago For the first time I did what 
I wanted to do first time First time (Corpi 141). 

Delia's masks conceal her repressed desire as well as her pain. She has been 

the dutiful daughter and a surrogate son in order to fulfill her parents dreams for her dead 

brothers. Her disguise as St. Teresa is a masquerade of femininity that conceals her erotic 

and intellectual identity. The events of her life allowed her to attend college and reversed 

the traditional role of a Mexican-American daughter. When Delia started college at 

Berkeley, she was introduced to stories that disclose to her the context for her oppression 

as a Chicana. She takes a course with Mattie, a professor who becomes a friend. Mattie 

is a member of the Socialist Alliance for Progress who has helped to organize a·worker's 

strike and later goes to Central America to help publicize the truth about the 

revolutionary efforts to change conditions in Guatemala, Honduras, EI Salvador, 

Nicaragua. 

Once early in Delia's relationship with Mattie, the latter was encouraging the 

students in her class to speak frankly. Delia however was conditioned to accept authority 

and hesitated to speak in class. Mattie would try to elicit Delia's opinions asking her what 

she thinks about various statements. Finally Mattie asks "Don't you think that everyone 

has a right to a safe environment and to an equal share in the benefits of his labor?" 

(Corpi 17). Delia wondered if this was really true, feeling that her family did not share in 

the so-called American dream and that she was an exception only because an Anglo nun 

in high school had encouraged her. It is through Mattie that Delia meets the Chicano 

students of MASC. Mattie suggests that she see Samuel Corona, who is a graduate 

student in Sociology, for advice in writing about the socio-economic status of Mexican

Americans. When Delia realizes how little information is available on this topic in 1968, 
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this is a startling introduction to the invisibility of her people in the U.S. and to the 

necessity for the Chicano movement. Delia also learns about the university's involvement 

in agricultural research to benefit the growers but not the farmworkers who are mainly 

Mexican-Americans. Samuel explains "It's the power elite. The University has no 

trouble justifying doing research for agri-business, but don't talk to the administration 

about the pyramid. U.C. is definitely not on our side" (Corpi 25). 

The family stories that Delia hears from Aunt Marta are as significant for her as 

knowledge of these revolutionary voices. Marta's stories are about accomplishments, 

losses and survival in Delia's family, and they are therefore stories that help her 

understand conditions in her family and the trans-generational repression of pain that 

made it difficult for her family to heal the loss of her brothers. "Asuncion Aguirre 

Cadena, your great grandmother, was a skilled silversmith .. .I can close my eyes and still 

remember the rhythmic murmur of her voice at night telling us stories and legends of 

long ago" (Corpi 84). From Marta, Delia learns of Asuncion's brother Simon who went 

mad and died with his mouth full of fireflies. She hears about her grandparents, her 

grandfather who was a grain trader and her grandmother who was a curandera. Marta 

tells Delia about the earthquake that killed most of the family. Marta, Delia's father and 

Uncle Chino were the only survivors and they decided to go to California. Delia's mother 

had met her husband shortly after she was left alone when her mother is killed by a car 

while crossing the street. "For seven summers Delia had lived in a bountiful place where 

music, legend and family history were consumed every day like food to keep alive and 

healthy" (Corpi 93). It was there she began to understand that this is what people meant 

by a living language and the dynamics of culture 
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Sad and happy memories. but I wanted never to forget any of them. And here 
they all are: our family, always with me, and now with you, Delia As I have told 
you their story, so must you tell it to your children and their children (Corpi 86). 

The autobiographical novel that Delia writes and shares with Aunt Marta is a 

story of the resistance to oppression by the Chicano students but as importantly it's a story 

that speaks the repressed and unspoken pain of her family. Thus Delia refuses to choose 

between autonomy and her need for relatedness. She will risk losing Jeff rather than deny 

herself although she hopes that he will still love her as an autonomous woman. Delia 

knows that she must show Jeff what she has written about her life because "I can't go on 

telling half-truths to myself and to those I love" (Corpi 190). The obsession with Roger 

as "James Joyce" suggests Delia's symbolic relationship with the real James Joyce, who 

inspires her to recover from her attack of susto by writing the truth of her life as a 

Chicana as he wrote the truth of his life as an Irish man. 

Delia resolves her confusion about James Joyce/Roger by finally meeting him 

again near the novel's last scene. Until then she has wondered about his recurrence in her 

thoughts and whether this is an obstacle to her relationship with Jeff. In this meeting, 

Roger explains that her preoccupation with him was, "Because you needed something to 

look forward to, something that would ease the pain inside, make you forget what you 

had lost" (Corpi 186). During her meeting with Joyce, Delia realizes that she can at last 

admit her love for Jeff. Delia has also found a way to express her commitment to social 

change in a way that is personally satisfying. While she continues to realize that the 

political action of the Chicano student movement and strike were essential to gaining 

access to higher education for Chicanos, she now realizes that this is not enough if 

mothers still allow their children to be killed in war or by drugs. Thus she hopes to 
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Because Delia inhabits a border crossing, she doesn't have conventional guidance 

from her real mother that can help her negotiate this realm. Thus she must look to 

surrogate mothers like her friend and teacher, Mattie, and her Aunt Marta. Delia can 

write her story with the help of Aunt Marta who tells her the stories about their familial 

and personal history; with the help of teachers like Mattie who provide access to Chicano 

history and to authors like Joyce and Virginia Woolf; and with the help of the Chicano 

student movement. As have her literary foremothers, St. Teresa, Sor Juana, Delrnira 

Agustini and others, Delia struggles with silence and censorship both external and 

internal. 

The worst enemy of the Chicana, sometimes, is herself for having internalized 
these polarities. She must call on personal conviction, support from friends, and 
have some basis of political awareness in order to act on her own needs. The 
'good', socially acceptable woman, it follows, embodies the qualities of the 
Virgin: purity, selflessness, mysticism, and respectfulness. The 'bad,' 
unacceptable woman ... actually demonstrates more independence, assertiveness 
and is more socially mobile, moving towards self-determining behavior ... By 
implication, a female's independent behavior is viewed as synonymous with 
sexual libertarianism and as being more masculine than feminine" (Garcia-Bahne 
41). 

At the Day of the Dead party, the liminal space is a crossroads inhabited by guests 

representing real historical and literary figures from European, Anglo-American, 

Mexican and Mexican-American cultures that represent the plurality and multi~ocality of 

Delia's mestiza consciousness. Of the characters at the Day of the Dead party, James 

Joyce as the original writer about the psychology of colonization challenged British and 

Roman Catholic authority and St. Teresa a female mystic who challenged church 

authority with her personal experiences of divinity are the most significant. However, the 
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other dead guests represent the voices of men and women writers and rebels that signify a 

hidden history of Delia's literary and revolutionary ancestors. 

Virginia Woolf, George Sand and Emily Dickinson were women with unique life 

styles and literary voices. Latin American women like Uruguayan Delmira Agustini and 

Sor Juana also challenged the values of their time and culture and were controversial 

women writers. Before being silenced by the Bishop of Puebla, Sor Juana "Exalted the 

rights of women, and defended slaves and South American Indians in her texts"· (Buck 

685). Murieta was a California rebel/outlaw while Pancho Villa and Zapata were leaders 

of the Mexican peasant revolution for agrarian reform. Baudelaire, Poe, Pound and T.S. 

Eliot were unconventional male literary voices while Jos~ Montoya, Luis Valdez and 

Alurista were significant authors in the Chicano literary movement. Alurista h~s been 

regarded as a significant figure in the 1965-69 Chicano Movement through his 

"Experiments with bilingualism and the incorporation of indigenous themes in his work, 

and his key role as philosopher and ideologist in the ... nationalist phase of the 

Movement" (Tatum 143). Alurista combines English, Spanish and barrio slang as does 

Corpi. Luis Valdez "founded EI Teatro Campesino to support the Cesar Chavez-led 

strike against the grape growers" and he has continued efforts on behalf of farmworkers 

(Tatum 50). Significantly Teatro Campesino used masks to enact the relationship 

between the campesino and EI Patr6n. Giving the campesino an opportunity to assume 

the role of patr6n and vice versa suggests the arbitrary and therefore reversible nature of 

these roles. 

Masks therefore are not mere theatrical objects and props, indicating the setting or 
the mood of a performance, They are signs that must be read and deciphered; 
they also become dramatic elements ... where the past is constantly confronted 
with the present, the sacred with the secular, where conflicting forces ar~ at play. 
As such, masks become ritualized events in which the audience must participate. 
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They invite the community to reflect upon and understand its destiny and to create 
a new future (Fabre 93). 

Delia has been wearing many masks in her life. Finally at the liminal event of the 

Day of the Dead, she chooses to deliberately masquerade as a nun while subverting this 

role of virginal femininity by engaging in an erotic encounter with "James Joyce". After 

a life of satisfying others' expectations, Delia is able to spontaneously express her 

sexuality and eventually the imaginary affair with Joyce translates into an affair with 

writing passionately. "The text is always written under the sweet pressure of love" 

(Cixous, Coming 43). Like St. Teresa, Sor Juana and Delmira, Delia's writing has 

become her lover. Her fantasy about "James Joyce" represents her ability to write like 

Joyce, liberating her spontaneous passions on all levels - sexual, emotional and 

intellectual. 

It was the writing that had become important. She alone lived in that world, had 
control over it, created chaos or order as she pleased, at times. At other times it 
controlled her, demanding every inch of space in her mind. She would curse it 
then, busy herself with other things, uselessly, because she knew that eventually 
she would get back to it (Corpi 108). 

In order to express her passion about love and life, Delia must remove the masks 

that have been imposed on Chicanos by the dominant culture and the masks that silence 

women. She is able to do this by telling the stories - stories of her family, her culture, 

historical and contemporary struggles of Chicanos and literary stories by men and women 

who have refused to be silenced. As Trinh T. Minh-ha notes, the story of a colonized and 

oppressed people must be told and it depends on "Every one of us to come into being. It 

needs us all, needs our remembering ... to keep on coming into being" (Trinh 119). 

Given her historical and cultural circumstances, Delia cannot create herself 

independently of her identity as a Chicana. She cannot abandon her commitment to resist 
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and change oppression, but she also refuses to deny herself love and passion. Delia like 

Cixous and Trinh are aware that writing is erotic as well as a form of "building historical 

consciousness in community" (Trinh 148). "Woman's writing becomes 'organic writing,' 

'nurturing-writing' (nourricriture), resisting separation. It becomes a 'connoting material,' 

a 'kneading dough,' a 'linguistic flesh.'" (Trinh 38). Delia wants to love passionately but 

also to be passionate about herself especially her writing. She has reunited the sexual 

ecstasy of Joyce's Molly with the mystical ecstasy of St. Teresa and the intellectual 

passion of Sor Juana. Delia's ancestors include Mexican revolutionaries, modernist 

authors, European and American women authors, Latin American and Spanish women 

authors, all of whom are relevant to her multi-faceted identity as a working class 

Mexican-American woman poet and scholar. 
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