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argues, ‘and ought to abhor the attacks on ethical grounds’.# “That we can
be injured, that others can be injured, that we are subject to death at the
whim of another, are all reasons for both fear and grief’ (p. xii). There is
no part of Butler’s argument that approves of terrorist violence on ethica]
grounds or that finds a historical or political justification for the attack on
the World Trade Center. But what her book docs try to do is to explore the
possibility that the precariousness of ife - our susceptibility to injury — s
not only what makes us vulnerable to such atracks, but also the charactep-
istic that lends us our humanity, It is the openness of our borders, the con-
tingency and malleability of our faces, that make us human, Butler argues,
more than any kind of essential nature, more than any genetic or cultura|
inheritance that it is the job of literature to enshrine. It is for this reason
that the defensive response to attack, to harden our faces and toughen our
borders and our skins, has the peculiar, contradictory effect of undermin-
ing our humanity, just as we are most anxious to safeguard it. The ethical
demand in the wake of 9/11, Butler suggests accordingly, is that we defend
and protect our humanity by developing political forms that recognise its
precatiousness, rather than through imposing what she calls ‘radical forms
of self-sufficiency and unbridled sovereignty’ (p. xiif). ‘Contemporary
forms of national sovereignty’ she argues, ‘constitute efforts to overcome
an impressionability and violability that are ineradicable dimensions of
human dependency and sociality’ (p. xiv). The response of the state to
attack is to deny a ‘primary vulnerability to others’, one that we ‘cannot
will away without ceasing to be human’ {p. viv). The 9/11 novel, I have
argued here, returns time and time again to this ethical problem, and to
this ethical demand. The ethical imperative seems, in one light, to be to

find a form in which to give expression to a common humanity, a political

subject that can weather the world-historical storm and can resist the call
on all sides to violent fundamentalisms. But what the twenty-first-century
novel has repeatedly performed is the discovery that the expression of such
commonality involves us in a recognition of its radical precariousness, that
one must do violence to the languages and the forms which give us being,
in order to continue the work of human living, to maintain faith with the
‘person in motion’ who we are still in the process of becoming.

CHAPTER §

Sovereignty, Democracy, Globalisation

This is a moment to seize. The Kaleidoscope has been shaken. The
pieces are in flux. Soon they will settlé again. Before they do, let us

re-order this world around us.
‘Tony Blair, 2 October 2001

THE COLLAPSIBLE SPACE BETWEEN US: HYPHENATED
IDENTITIES IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

One of the many pivotal scenes in Roberto Bolafio’s galaxial novel 2666
takes place at a lavish and decadent Nazi dinner party in a German castle,
in the carly days of the Second World War. One of the guests, a Romanian
general named Entrescu, asks the assembled ‘company whether Jesus
Christ could have had any understanding of the global reach, in the twen-
tieth century, of the church that was built in his name. Could he have
suspected, he asks, that ‘his church would spread to the farthest corners of
the Farth?” Did Churist even have ‘what we today call an idea of the world?
Did Jesus Christ, who apparently knew everything, know that the world
was round and to the cast lived the Chinese, and to the west the primitive
peoples of America?’.* Entrescu answers his own question, by remarking
that of course Christ had no such idea, that such geographical knowledge
was unavailable to him, notwithstanding his alleged omniscience. But
Entrescu qualifies his own reply. ‘In a way’, he says, ‘having an idea of the
world is easy, everybody has one, generally an idea restricted to one’s vil-
lage, bound to the land, to the tangible and mediocre things before one’s
eyes’ (p. 686).

Ar this point in 2666, it is possible to see the yawning of an episte-
mological gap or void, a crack that is always there in the novel even if it
sometimes almost closes. This is a gap that runs like a faultline through
Bolafios entire oeuvre and that perhaps traces a fracture in the capacity
of fiction more generally to conceive of the world. Christ's idea of the
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world, Entrescu suggests, the idea of the world available to a carpentey
son born in Galilee at the dawn of the first millennium, cannot accom.
modate the world as we know it today - the world of Chinese and Native
American peoples that clamoured beyond the grasp of Joseph's son. His
peculiar ignorance of these world spaces — the western and eastern congj
nents that orient our understanding of the globe — suggests perhaps hoyw
inadequate any idea of the world is, how historically and geographically
situated and limited any world imagination has to be. The idea of the
world, in Bolafo’s fiction, is constantly giving way to this realisation, to
this catastrophic-encounter with a mode of being that it cannot sustain
and for which it cannot account, )

The idea of the world that has sustained the fater twentieth century
imagination, of course — the idea of the world indeed that shapes Bolafios
world vision — is the idea that we have come to call globalisation. The
passage of time that is narrated in 2666 — from the Second World War to
9/1, from mid twentieth century to the first decade of the twenty-first
century — is a historical period thar has been shaped by the development
of an increasingly powerful conception of the world as an integrated global
market place. Over this time, the dominant narratives of postwar history
suggest, the power of the nation state has steadily waned, and its eco-
nomic and political role has been taken over by this emergent global mar-
ket, which no single nation state is able either to control or to withstand.
As Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri argued in 2000, ‘over the last sev-

. eral decades, as colonial regimes were overthrown, and then precipitously

after the Soviet barriets to the capitalist world market finally collapsed, we
have witnessed an irresistible and irreversible globalisation of economic
and cultural exchanges’. “In step with the process of globalisation’, they
go on, ‘the sovereignty of nation states, while still effective, has steadily
declined’ > With this decline in the power of national sovereignty, it has
become increasingly difficult to imagine ourselves or our environments
without reference to a global context. Our ‘idea of the world’ is now, in
rather fundamental ways, a planetary one. As Roland Robertson has influ-
entially suggested, globalisation itself can be defined as ‘the intensification
of a consciousness of the world as a whole’ # Both the political-economic
collapse of national power and the emergence of environmental disaster as
the major threat facing humankind have compelled us to think about our
place in the world in terms of the globe rather than in terms of the village
or the city or the nation.

But if our idea of the world is shaped in fundamental ways by the
global market place, it is nevertheless the case that the new century has
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seen a rather profound failure of the idea of globalisation that drove world
olitics in the last decades of the twentieth century — the version of global
US power that animated the neo-conservative ideology peddled by think-
ers such as Francis Fukuyama.s One of the most dramatic legacies of 9/1x
is the collapse of the sustaining myths of globalisation that shaped what
Hardt and Negri have called a ‘new form of global sovereigntys - a failure
of the idea of the world as portentous as that suggested by Entrescu, when
he recognises the inadequacy of Christ’s global vision to the world build-
ing project undertaken by the Nazis in the 1940s, Western leaders, in the
immediate aftermath of the 2001 attacks, rushed to shore up the version
of world relations that they saw were threatened by the attacks. Tony Blair,
in a speech delivered in Brighton, United Kingdom, on 2 October 2001,
was quick to concede a connection between the globalisation of American
power and the experience of dispossession suffered by great swaths of the -
wortld population, an experience of disenfranchisement from the world -
state which gave rise to such violence on 11 September. But his view, in
October 2001, was that the response to the possibility of global conflict
that suddenly emerged at the beginning of the new century should not
be to seck some kind of corrective to the global imbalance of power and
wealth, but to push on with the project of globalisation as the western
powers already conceived it. From his perspective, at the very beginning
of the century, the only antidote to global inequality was to welcome the
continued spread of the global market, which would eventually produce
an idea of the world in which we could all feel at home. The problem, he
said, was not that there was oo much globalisation’, but that there was
100 little of it’ {np). It is globalisation acting as a “force for good’, the
‘world acting as a community’, that will finally face down the enemies of
the west, the enemies of modernity. As the century has continued, how-
ever, Blair’s faith in the rectitude and the inevitability of American glo-
balisation has come to seem anachronistic. The model of global politics
that he espouses in 2001 belongs very much to a fate twentieth-century
moment that has now passed, The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq that
were fought in response to 9/11 and which were conceived by some as
a means of defending western democracy against an Islamic threat have
hastened the philosophical, political and material failure of the idea of a
global western democracy — the idea tha it is possible to install democra-
cies in sovercign countries against the will of their people. As Jason Burke
has demeonstrated, in his magisterial account of what he calls the ‘o/i1
wars’, the conflicts have traced and produced the reassertion of a range
of localisms, against the bloated global construcdons that were peddled
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before and immediately after 9/11, both by western governments and b
the Islamic ideologues who fuelled Al Qaeda” And with the failure 0}1;
the political idea of globalisation has occurred, of course, the failure algq
of its economic base, an economic disaster, as John Lanchester puts it, of
‘global-systemic proportions’.t As T write, the global economic crisis that
has unfolded since the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008 s threatening
the survival of the single European currency, producing the spectre of 3
series of revived national currencies — the prospect of drachmas and pese-
tas clawing their way like zombies from beneath the earth — as the rela-
tionship between national sovereignty and international capital is thrown
into an extraordinarily unpredictable crisis.

This shifting relationship between national and global forces in the
excrcise of sovereign power has had a profound effect on the fictions with
which we imagine emerging global identities in the new century. There is,
I'will argue here, a new phase emerging in the history of what we some-
times call ‘world fiction’, which is driven partly by transformations in our
conception of globalisation and which manifests itself in 4 new way of
imagining national and postnational identities under contemporary global
conditions. ‘There has been, since the turn of the century, a burgeoning of
novels which narrate what have been called ‘hyphenated identities’, sub-
ject positions which emerge from the failure of the distinction between
Scparate nation states.” From the writings of black and Asian-British nov-
elists such as Zadie Smith, Monica Ali, Gautam Malkani, Mohsin Hamid,
Kiran Desai and Andrea Levy; to the work of British-Palestinian vriters
such as Selma Dabbagh; to the Native American work of Sherman Alexie;
to the Welsh—Chincse work of Peter Ho Davies; to the French-Iranian
work of Marjane Satrapi; to the novels with an epic global reach by writ-
ers such as David Mitchell and Roberto Bolafio, the fiction of the new
century has been involved in the shaping of what might be thought of
as a new kind of global conscicusness and a new experience of life after
the decline of national sovereignty. But if wotld fiction in the twenty-first
century exhibits a striking blend of postnational identities, of subject
positions which reflect the mobility of people and cultures under con-
temporary global conditions, I think also that it is possible to see a new
scepticism regarding the capacity of cosmopolitan, global forms to accom-
modate cultural being readily in the new century — a scepticism that is
interwoven with the crises in the legitimacy and mechanics of global
soveteignty that I have outlined. As Berthold Schoene has convincingly
argued, the contemporary ‘cosmopolitan novel’ is saturated with the logic
of the global; it is ‘willing’, Schoene suggests, to ‘open up to globality’ and
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secks to ‘conceive of real cosmopolitics as a communal tackling of global

 threats’.”® But, as Schoene’s readings themselves suggest, this movement
towards global co-existence is hampered and to a degree determined by
the political bars to such global forms of community, and by the late fail-
ure of Blairs vision of ‘2 world acting as a community’ (np). The forms
taken by contemporary experiments with hyphenation, T suggest, reflect
the changing status both of the nation and of the global community, as
we struggle to fashion a new idea of global relations, and a new idea of
democratic freedom, in the world shaped by the aftermath of 9/11, and by
the ongoing transformations in the global market place.

This is not to suggest, of course, either that the fictional representation
of hyphenated identities is a twenty-first-century invention or that previ-
ous generations of writers were in some sense uncritical of globalisation,
The last several decades have seen the construction of countless hybrid and
miscegenated identities, and this work of cultural invention has always
been shaped by a difficult, uncertain relationship with the shifting global
context. Throughout the second half of the last century, one can see the
emergence of postcolonial fictions whose representation of hyphenated
identities was fashioned by the decline of the nation state during and after

- the period of decolonisation, and by the gradual emergence of new forms
of internationalism. From the novels of the Windrush generation, such as
Sam Selvon’s Lonely Londoners; to the fictions of Indian emigration such as

. V.5, Naipaul’s A House for Mr Biswas; to the classic postcolonial fictions of

. Jean Rhys, Jamaica Kincaid, Salman Rushdie, Hanif Kureishi; to the great

* works of African American remembrance, such as Toni Morrison’s Beloved

- and Alice Walker's The Color Purple, one can see the postwar decades as 2

 long experiment in the narration of hyphenated identities. And through-

out this time, one of the dominant factors shaping the postcolonial novel

was the changing relationship between the national and the international,
or global. These fictions of hyphenated identity are of course anything but
uncritical celebrations of internationalism or cosmopolitanism or postna-
tionalism, Indeed, some of the first and most influential novels that grew
up in response to decolonisation in the postwar period were themselves

Proponents of a radical nationalism, The work of Ngfigi wa Thiong'o and

Chinua Achebe, for example, is in large measure a bid to assert a new

African nationalism after colonisation, or as Achebe has recently put it, to

undertake the ‘reclamation of the African story’.™ The tradition of diasporic
writing that runs from Selvon and Naipaul to Kureishi and Rushdie and

Motrison has maintained in its DNA this attachment to nation, as the

basis for a kind of counter-hegemonic remembrance. As the narrator of




170 Tiventy-First-Century Fiction

Rushdie’s Shame puts it, even as he celebrates his ‘leavetaking’ from hi
homeland, ‘the East’ remains 4 part of the world to which, whether | Eik:
it or not, | am sdill joined, if only by elastic bands’.>
But if these writers have an attachment to nation, as to the reposito
of a kind of authentic history that was erased by the colonising presenc?r
one can also see, in the passage from Selvon’s writing to Rushdie’s, ar;
increasing investment in the postnational and the global, as the locys
of a certain freedom from the tyrannies of nationhood, before or after
decolonisation. It may be that the political and economic forces that drive
globalisation are closcly allied to those thar shaped the history of colonisa.
tion; it may indeed be the case, as Hardt and Negri argue in Empire and
Multitude, that globalisation is a new imperialism. But for these writers,
despite the imperial cast of the environments offered by globalisation, it
is nevertheless the case that emerging international and global communj.
ties offer the possibility of a new self-fashioning, and of liberation from
a history of oppression and dispossession. Both for postcolonial writers
and for the major twentieth-century thinkers of the postcolonial condi-
tion globalisation is always treated with suspicion, as a process with close
ties to the colonial west; but as ‘the rush to the post’ gathers pace over
the second half of the century, one can see a growing engagement with
global spaces as ‘postmodern geographies’ of liberation, as a kind of virgin
territory in which one can free oneself from the nightmarish history that
haunts Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus.® One of the most intractable problems
for thinkers of the postcolony has been that the international networks
and languages that offer freedoms for exploited and oppressed peoples —
including the western academy, which sponsors the emergence of post-
colonial thought — themselves reproduce the mechanics of exploitation
and oppression. As the work of Gayatri Spivak has attested, the forms of
culrural translation that allow subaltern peoples to speak are also those
that deprive them of a native tongue. To recover a history that has been
violently erased by colonial force is to translate it into a language that is
foreign to it and thus further to deface or occlude it, even in the act of
restoring it. But for thinkers such as Homi Bhabha, this difficulty, this
violence that atrends moments of historical recovery, is not peculiar to acts
of postcolonial writing, but is rather an attribute of all language, and all
forms of historiography. All language is translation, all history is fiction,
and all speech acts mark the loss of the originary meaning to which they
aspire. The myth thac underlies the idea of nationhood, the idea that any
‘cultural text or system of meaning’ can be ‘sufficient unro jtself’ is one,
Bhabha says, that has no validity in any case.” We only have to accept, he
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says, ‘that all cultural statements are constructed in a contradictory and
ambivalent space of enunciation’, to ‘begin to understand why hierarchi-
cal claims to the inherent originality or “purity” of cultures are untenable’ .
(p. 37)- The emergence of global spaces, of international correspondences,
of hybrid identities, Bhabha argues, Is true to this fundamental condition
of being. There is a correspondence, he suggests, between the postcolo-
nial experience of international cultures and the recognition that cultural
being is itself ‘caught in the discontinuous time of translation and nego-
dation’ (p. 38). The interstitial spaces — the in-between, hyphenated spaces
made available by globalisation — bear a structural resemblance to what

“he calls the “Third Space’ that intervenes in all speech acts and divides.

all utterances from themselves. “The production of meaning’ he writes,
requires the ‘passage through a Third Space’, the space that lies between
you' and ‘me’, between here and there, between now and then {p. 36).
The international is one means of manifesting this Third Space, one way
of making visible the groundlessness of being — whether under national
or global conditions. ‘In the moment of liberatory struggle, Bhabha
writes, a postcolonial people ‘destroy the continuities and constancies of
the national tradition which provided a safeguard against colonial cultural
imposition’ (p. 38). ‘This robs the people of the myth of homeland; but
‘they are now free to negotiate their cultural identities in a discontinuous
intertextual temporality of cultural difference’ (p. 38). The liberation from
nation ‘openfs] the way to conceptualizing an fnrernarional culware’, “To
that end’, he says, “we should remember that it is the “inter” — the cutting
edge of translation and negotiation, the in-berween space — that carries the
burden of the meaning of culture’ (p. 38).

It is this alliance berween postnationalism and a kind of postmodern
thinking that rested on the perception of a radical groundlessness to our
governing geographical and historical conditions, that made postcolonial
writing and thought increasingly accommodating to the logic of global-
isation. Both the globalisation of capital and the deconstruction of the
myths of cultural origin rendered the world fluid, contingent, available
for remodelling and reconstruction. But it is my argument here that the
new century has seen something like a shift in the prevailing structure of
feeling, that has skewed the fit between the globalisation of capital and
the contemporary literary, philosophical and critical forms with which we
frame our idea of the world. Chinua Achebe, writing late in his career,
and at the very turn of the century, senses the emerging possibilicy of this
paradigm shift and calls, with a wonderfully fervent, melancholy hope,
for its advent, “The time’, Achebe writes, ‘has come round to a change
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i as Mbembe has recently argued, the ‘multiple times, trajectories and

Sovereignty, Democracy, Globalisation 173

‘rationalities’ that determine the ‘peculiar “historicity” of African society’
“cannot be ‘conceptualized outside a world that is, so to speak, globalized’.®
But, despite the fact that the local is ‘infected’ with the global, and vice
versa, the challenge for the twenty-first-century thinking of the postcol-
ony, for Mbembe and for Achebe, is to find 2 means of understanding and

articulating how local histories and material cultures persist, in difficult

" randem with the simultaneously excoriating and liberating forces of global

capital. Poststructuralist and postmodernist critical paradigms, Mbembe
argues, have tended to ‘problematize everything in terms of how identities
are “invented,” “hybrid,” “fluid,” and “negotiated.” ‘These critical disci-
plines, he goes on, ‘have reduced the complex phenomena of the state and
power to “discourses” and “representations,” forgetting that discourses and
representations have materiality’ (p. 5). Where the critical zeitgeist, under
late twentieth-century conditions, tended to cast the fictional, constructed
and malleable nature of cultural identities as the key to political freedom,
both Achebe and Mbembe see the dawning of a new critical period, in
which the emphasis is on finding a means of undersranding the material
conditions of postcolonial historicity, under global conditions.

'The hyphenated identities that are emerging in the novel now reflect
this shift, this difficult new relationship between national histories and
singularities and the subject positions that are fashioned under contempo-
rary global conditions. The contemporary representation of the hyphen-
ated condition is marked, I think, by the unavailability of a term, or a
terminology, or a "Third Space, in which differing or contradictory cul-
tural histories might be drawn together, or subsumed. The conception
of hybridity fashioned and deployed by Homi Bhabha is of course one
which emphasises the difference and the discontinuities that are at work
in the experience of hyphenated life; but it nevertheless makes of such
discontinuities a new continuity; 2 mode of cultural being which discov-
ers a kind of self-possession in the experience of dispossession. The glo-
balisation he endorses and valorises is one that gives a broken home to
displaced peoples, peoples for whom displacement is a primary ontolog-
ical condition, as much as a result of specific political histories. It is this
‘new international space of discontinuous historical realities’, he says, that
‘must be mapped’; it is the experience of cultural difference and of ‘tem-
poral break up’ that ‘weaves the “global” text’ (p. 217). But the articulation
of hyphenation now is one that does not find itself so readily mapped or
housed, even in the carefully disruptive spaces of Bhabha’s international-
ism. Rather, the new novel tends to find that the very global forces which
bring different peoples and different national histories together deprive
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such peoples of a common language with which to articulate a hybrid
existence. Where the classic novels of late century globalisation tend 1o
conjure a kind of cosmopolitan collective from the experience of cultural
and historical difference — to ‘weave’ Bhabha's ‘global text’ from the expe-
rience of Achebe’s ‘expatriation and exile’ — the hyphenated identities in
the twenty-first-century novel tend to remain ungathered, unbound by
any third term. From Gautam Malkani’s Londonstani, to Caryl Phillips’ 4
Distant Shore, to Kiran Desat's Inberitance of Loss, to Rose Tremain’s The
Road Home, one can sce the emergence of a fictional imagination which
derives its energy from the failure of its various historical components
fully to cohere.
Tiwo novels which trace this failed conjunction more closely than most,
I think, are Dave Eggers’ extraordinary ‘autobiography’ What I the What
“and Chimamanda Adichie’s fictional account of the Nigerian Biafran
war, Half of a Yellow Sun. Taken together, these novels might stand as an
examination and a performance of the possibilities and limits of cultural
hybridity in the twenty-first century. Both are stories of African conflict --
Adichie tells the history of the Biafran secession from Nigeria in 1967
and the subsequent civil war, and Eggers traces the displacement of the
Tost boys of Sudar, as a result of the Sudanese civil war, from 1983 to
2005 -- and both are concerned at their heart with the political and nar-
rative mechanisms by which oppressed or silenced African peoples mighe
find a voice, Whar the novels together conduct, albeit from very differ-
ent standpoints, is a rigorous testing of the capacity of global culture to
provide new forms in which to express postnational identity, after African
decolonisation.
Adichie’s novel is narrated from three distinct perspectives: that of a
_ white British man, named Richard, a kind of colonial ethnographer who
has become a passionate supporter of the Biafran cause; that of a wealthy
Biafran woman, named Olanna, who is married to a radical nationalist
and academic named Odenigbo; and that of their manservant, a poor
and uneducated villager named Ugwu. All of the narrators have their
own short chapters, which follow on from one another in sequence.
Interspersed among these sequential episodes is the hesitant emergence
of a fourth narrative voice - that of an author who is struggling to write
the non-fictional story of the war itself, to retell the events of Adichie’s
novel in a new work, a story within the story entitled “The World Was
Silent When We Died’. In telling the story of the war from these various
narrative perspectives, Adichie’s novel offers a remarkably close analysis
of the interlocking pressures of gender, race and class on the struggle of 2
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nation towards independence, and towards representation. The question
that drives the whole narrative, that inhabits every sentence, is who has
the right and the responsibility to tell the story of the Biafran nation, and
of those who died in its name. In plaiting Richard’s, Olannd’s and Ugwu's
voices together with the emergence of a new, non-fictional account of the
war, Adichic’s novel searches for a hybrid perspective that might cross the
divides that it witnesses, that might be able to imagine a version of African
freedom and independence that overcomes the tyrannies of colonialism,
of patriarchy and of economic exploitation.

Eggers’ novel is similarly concerned with the question of who has the
right to speak of African atrocity, but What Is the What employs a per-
haps more difficult and troubling strategy to explore this question. Where
Adichie uses a multiple narrative structure to test the access that variously
vested observers have to a political story as it unfolds, Eggers takes the
rather breathtaking step of simply co-opting the autobiographical voice
of Valentino Achak Deng, the Sudanese migrant whose story he is telling.
As Gertrude Stein writes the Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, adopting
the pronoun of her subject in an act that feels like 2 violent assault, so
Eggers writes the Aurobiography of Valentino Achak Deng, assuming the
voice of one of the Sudanese lost boys in an act of ventriloquism that feels,
similarly, like an invasion, a colonial affront. Deng explains, in a pref-
ace written in his ‘own voice’, that he commissioned Eggers to write the
story — of his displacement from his Sudanese village Marial Bai, his long
internment in a refugee camp in Kenya named Kakuma, and his exile to
the United States — because Deng ‘was not a writer’ and did not have the
skills to tell his own story.® Eggers himself suggests that he js acting purely
as a ghost writer in his telling of Deng’s story, and that as such his task is
to ‘disappear completely’, to let Deng’s voice emerge as entirely consistent,
embodied and self-authoring.>* But if this is Fggers’ aim in writing the
‘autobiography’, and if the novel produces 2 wonderfully vivid portrait of
Deng, it is nevertheless the case that the novel is preoccupied, at all times,
with the circumstances of its own production. Eggers’ presence, as silent
puppeteer, can always be felt in the novel and always shapes or bends its
reflections on the political processes by which migrant peoples come to
own their histories. If What Is the What is a story about Dengs struggle to
achieve a sense of his own identity as a forced migrant, then Eggers invis-
ible presence in the process, as a form of colonial authority, transfating
and colouring Deng’s voice, is an intimate part of that story.

So both Adichie and Eggers write novels that at once tell a story of
African dispossession and reflect upon the mechanics of such storytelling.
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But if they have this in common, it might appear that the two noveljsy
take their reflections on subaltern voices in postcolonial Africa in opposie
directions. The narrative arc of Half of @ Yellow Sun, one might suggest,
takes us away from the possibility of postcolonial hybridity, and toward,
the reassertion of national difference — responding, perhaps, to Achebe’s
call for a ‘rebalancing of stories’ in the twenty-first century. The sectiong
of the novel set in the early sixties, in the build up to the assertion of
Biafran independence, trace the growth of a kind of hesitant postcolonia]
internationalism, with which the Biafran cause is interwoven. Richard’
infatuation with Africa, and with the women in the story — Olanna and
her sister Kainene — suggests the beginnings of a shared, postnational
story of Africa, even as Richard becomes more fully involved in the asser-
tion of Biafran sovereignty. ‘The sign of this shared story is Richard’s use
of the word ‘we’, to summon a Biafran community that includes him, g
white British man, within ic. When working as a journalist during the war
alongside other foreign correspondents, he uses the pronoun to describe
the developments in the war effort, and the other white journalists chal-
lenge him on the use of the word. “You keep saying we', one of them
says te Richard, and Richard agrees, repeating, “Yes, I keep saying we’
(p. 372), claiming his use of the pronoun as a right he was won, in return
for his fluency in Igbo, his love for Kainene, his love for Biafta, Indeed,
as he catches sight of his refection a little carlier in the novel, he experi-
ences a kind of evacuation of the first person — a grammatical failure to
live within his own nominal identity, and a physical failure to fit his own
Caucasian body — that is a corollary to his embrace of the first person
plural. He sces a hazy image of himself in a glass door and notices that
he ‘had a tan and his hair looked fuller, slightly tousled’, and admiring
this estranged image of himself at the threshold, he ‘thought of Rimbaud’s
words: [ #s someone else’ {p. 307).% It is this willingness to ‘lose a bit of him-
self’ (p. 307), as he puts it, to the other that leads to his most striking act
of submission—appropriation, his most ambitious use of the word ‘we’. He
has been trying and failing to write fiction and ar criticism about Affica
throughout the novel, and he finally decides that he will write an account
of the war itself. ‘He would write it after the war,” he thinks, ‘a narrative of
Biafras difficult victory, and indictment of the world’, “The title came to
Richard’, we are told: ““The World Was Silent When We Died”™ (p. 374)-
This is a key moment in the novel, the moment, it scems, that Richard
takes control of that narrative that is coming to language in the novel
itself, making of the emerging Biafran story a kind of hybrid, postcolonial
text, written at once by coloniser and colonised. As Eggers tells the story
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: of Sudan, so here Richard offers to tell the story of Biafra. But if the novel
. traces the possibility of this community, what Samuel Beckertt memorably

calls this ‘way of being we’,* the story that the novel tells is, in part, the

~ failure of such a community, and the eventual refusal of Richard’s right
. to use the word ‘we’, the assertion of 2 much more circumscribed right to -
~ speak for 2 nation. As the “difficult victory’ that Richard anticipates c‘loffs _
~ not come to pass, as the bid for Biafran sovereignty fails, the rclatlcfr_l—
" ship between Richard and Africa sours. He becomes disenchanted with

the African general Madu, with whom he worked during the war, growing

 jealous of his sexual power and his relationship with Kainene, and eventu-

ally he disavows the use of the word ‘we’, with some violence. Madu uses
the pronoun, and Richard thinks that he ‘did not like the sound of e, did
not know who Madu included in it’ (p. 429). At this moment, Richard

' insists upon a version of conjoined being that would not include a wider
. ) L

African community, that would only embrace him and Kainene, ‘Come

. back, Richard imagines saying to Madu; ‘come back here and tell me if

you ever laid your filthy black hand on her’ (p. 430). With the failure of
the word “we' to include Maduy, the novel sees the re-emergence of a rac-
ism that had perhaps always been at work in Richard’s exoticising fantasy
of Rimbaudian sclf-fashioning. And with the collapse of Richard’s ‘we’,
Richard himself accepts that he does not have the right to speak for the
other. Richard acknowledges to Ugwu that ‘the war isn't my story to tell,
really’ (p. 425) and passes the responsibility for such a record on to Ug'\?'u
himself. Ugwu, who has been reading the Narrasive of the Life of Frederick
Douglass — a story of Douglass’ liberation from slavery which has the sub-
title, of course, Writter by Himself — sits down at the end of the novel to
write “The World Was Silent When We Died’, thus cleansing the internal
narrative of Richard’s presence and making the book within the book an
African story, written by an African. _

This narrative trajectory, of course, is in stark opposition to that taken
by Eggers’ novel, which rests on the borderless union between Egpers and
Deng, 2 kind of ‘being we’ that is more intimate than anything shared by -
Richard and Kainene. It is true that What I the What, like Half of a Yellow
Sun, is preoccupied with the process by which an African subject takes

~ ownership of his own story. The narrative of Deng’s displacement and

exile is also the story of his growing need, like that of Ugwu and Douglass,
to write his autobiography, and to testify to the violence suffered by the
displaced population of the soithern Sudan. But in Eggers' novel the
bearing of such testimony involves the very forms of shared being that
Adichie’s novel appears to reject. To tell one’s story, in Eggers’ novel, is not
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to rediscover an authentic, self-possessed African voice, but to open ope.
sclf to translation, to double voicing. The process by which Deng comes g
tell his story is one that takes him away from the scene and the language
of his youth, as if exile and narration are part of the same process. Where
Adichie stages storytelling as a kind of gathering homecoming, in Wi,
Is the What testimony is a function of exile, an acknowledgement of the
loss of that cultural ‘purity’ that, for Homi Bhabha, is always in any case
‘untenable’. As Deng himself puts it, in Eggers’ rendition, ‘I pretend tg
know who I am now but I simply don't. P'm not an American and it seemns
difficult now to call myself Sudanese’ {p- 505). Narration emerges, in Whar
Is the Whas, from the experience of this cultural homelessness,

It seems possible, then, to read Adichie and Eggers as offering mutually
contradictory versions of subalternity and hybridity in the twenty-first
century. Adichie’s novel might suggest, as the radical Odenigbo puts i,
that ‘the only authentic identity for the African is the tribe’ (p. 20), where
Eggers’ novel might suggest that such authenticity, such cultural purity, is
only ever accessible as an effect of translation, that one can only regener-
ate the world of the tribe once it has been lost. But, if the novels allow
such discrepant readings, I think it is also the case that they enter into a
dialogue with each other which suggests a new way of thinking about the
meaning and nature of hybridity and hyphenation under contemporary
global conditions. Adichie and Eggers, 1 would argue, are embarked on a

* thinking of the possibilities of global community today that is based on

a shared understanding both of the persistence of national caregories in
the global imagination, and of the difficult necessity of thinking beyond
them, of imagining communal modes of being that are not made available
by the current global networks for the distribution of wealth and culeural
power. The critical paradigms within which postcolonial writing has been
read have tended, though, to occlude the kinds of dialogue that T am try-
ing to discern here. Adichie might fit within a tradition that reaches back
to Achebe and Ngiigi, a nationalist tradition that insists on the validity
and authenticity of the nation as a cultural category, and as a site of resis-
tance; Eggers might belong to a postmodern tradition, that insists on the
fundamentally groundless nature of alf cultural experience. But I think
an attentive reading of both Adichie and Eggers reveals that neither of
them quite belongs within these traditions or bears out these distinctions.
Adichie is not an uncritical proponent of nationalism or of tribalism {any
more, in fact, than Achebe is), and Eggers is not a tricksy postmodernist
for whotn the materiality of national history is a disposable cultural fic-
tion. As the notes inserted in the copyright page of A Staggering Work of
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Heartbreaking Genius have it, the fact that Eggers experiments with form

in various ways does not mean that he is ‘being pome or meta or cuté.»

Rather, both writers are involved in a scarch for forms of shared cubtural

experience — forms, perhaps, of global democracy, which would allow

for a meeting of different peoples of the world in freedom and equality —

which is also a sharp critique of the means available with which to craft

such forms. For neither writer is it the case that the cultures made avail-

able by globalisation are able, in Tony Blair's words, to ‘bring values of
democracy and freedom to people round the world” (np). We do not yet

have, as Achebe suggests, Naipaul’s ‘Universal Civilisation’. Globalisation

does not offer, to cither Eggers or Adichie, Bhabha's internationalism, his

“Third Space’ of ‘translation and negotiation’ that ‘carries the burden of the

meaning of culture’ (p. 38). These networks of course exist for both writ-

ers, taking them beyond the sovereign boundaries of the nation state. Tt
is such networks that put both Deng and Adichie in contact with Eggers,

forming a cosmopolitan environment and a literary market place in which
the Sudanese, the Nigerian and the American enter into a kind of com-

munity sans frontiéres. Eggers has appeared in a number of venues with
both Deng and Adichie, and the website of the Valentino Achak Deng
foundation includes pictures and videos of Eggers and Deng in various
locations, including their joint address to the Clinton Global Initiative
Annual Meeting in September 2011 All three belong, to some extent,
to what Pascale Casanova has recently and rather controversially called a
‘world republic of letters’. But for neither Eggers nor Adichie is this net-
work of capital and information capable of supporting a democratic meet-
ing of peoples, or of shaping a world republic in which it is possible to
imagine communiries thar are free of the divisions enforced by nation,-
class, gender or race. Both writers, despite their differences, suggest that a
global cultural space which would stage an equal meeting of peoples from
different nations is still to come.

Both novels, then, mark the limits of contemporary globalisation in
producing a cosmopolitan environment that might allow for new post-’
national identities to emerge. And both novels, too, develop similar fic-
tional modes — what I would suggest are specifically contemporary forms
of metafiction — that seek to gesture beyond such limits, to call to a
future in which a truly democratic form of shared cultural being might
be possible. In Adichic’s novel, this metafictionality is established by the
place of the ‘book within the book’, by the tension between Half of a
Yellow Sun, and “The World Was Silent When We Died’. In fictionalis-
ing the hesitant growth of this new work within the narrative itself, Half
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of @ Yellow Sun dramatises the attaining of political consciousness of its
author, Ugwu - a drama, Adichie herself says, that allows her to ‘make
a strongly felt political point about who should be writing the stories of
Africa’ » But I think it would be a mistake to suggest that the ateribution
of “The World Was Silent When We Died’ to Ugwu at the novel’s close
makes a single, monological claim abour this issue; as Adichie has also
pointed out, there is never a ‘single story’ to tell, about Africa or anywhere
clse in the world 26 The political work of this novel is done, 1 think, not
in the assertion of an authentic African voice, burt in the metafictional
gap between the novel that Adichie writes and that unwritten histo

which it harbours. The novel seeks not to tell an existing story of Biafra,
but rather to reach for what Ugwu thinks of as ‘unfinished knowledge’
(p. 142), a kind of historical knowledge that is not yet capable of being
fully thought. Adichie’s novel plots the process by which Ugwu claims 2
right to the story of the war, but it does not suggest that Ugwu — a char-
acter who is himself guilty of rape - is ready to act as the true narrator or
able to conjure an authentic national community which overcomes the
perspectival differences that shape Adichic’s novel. The nationalist voice
in this novel is as compromised as is Richard’s faux internationalism. The
novel gestates another book within it to call for a narrative perspective
that might overcome the contradictions that bedevil the attempt to speak
for a lost nation, in its own voice - one in which it would be possible at
once to be true to the embattled material history of the nation and to
call for a community that can transcend the artificial, colonially enforced
boundaries of the nation state. But the novel Adichie has written cannot
be that book itself. Adichie’s novel contains a number of different narra-
tive positions -- all compromised, all partial — which reach for but fail to
find a form in which they might join. The kind of history that Adichie
imagines here is one that overcomes the oppositions of which the novel
is made — oppositions between fact and fiction, between genders, nations
and races. The time for such an inclusive history, as Achebe puts it, will
surely come. Bug, as the broken surface of Adichie’s novel testifies, it is
not here yet. The call for a future in which peoples might join togethet,
without the need for national boundaries, is inseparable, for Adichie,
from the need to trace the persistence of national categories, both as they
continue to shape the unequal global distribution of wealth and power
and as they offer sites of resistance to colonial authority under contempo-
rary global conditions. As Susan Strchle puts it, Adichie’s novel may not
yield ‘a futural vision of multcultural sociality or a global cosmopolis’,
but ‘in tecognizing the innate failures of nationalism, it opens up the
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potential for a different relation to community’, a different relation that
is not yet fully articulable.?”

Eggers’ novel too balances a democratic future against a present in which
national difference cannot be overcome; and What Is the What, like Half of
a Yellow Sun, employs a form of metafiction to call to such a future. Like
Adichie, Eggers generates what Elizabeth Twitchell calls ‘ethical value’ from
the process of ‘imagining what cannot be known’.# But in Eggers' novel,
unlike in Adichic’s, metafiction is both the solution to the political failures
of globalisation and part of the problem. It is the metafictional awareness
of the structuring relationship between Eggers and Deng that undermines
the novel’s capacity to provide an authentic voice for Deng or to craft a
language and a space in which he might be at home. Despite Eggers’ sug-
gestion that it is his role to ‘disappear completely’, the novel cannot repress
a fascination with its own narrative mechanisms, and with the nature of
the hybrid voice that it creates, and this fascination continually thwarts
any efforts at producing a fully embodied autobiographical voice. The only
moments in the novel where Deng appears to be truly at one with himself
are those early scenes set in Deng’s Sudanese village. These scenes in Marial
Bai evoke 2 poignantly lost correspondence between Deng’s being in the
world and his idea of the world, even if, in Entrescu’s words, this is an idea
restricted to one’s village’. ‘The first pictures of village life in the novel see
Deng running to the river to fetch water for a girl with whom he is in love,
and Dengs racing around Marial Bai, through the market and past the
school to the river, captures both the balanced hatmony of this world and
Deng’s bodily easc in it. The prose summons with an extraordinary deft-
ness the lightness of Deng’s body as he flies through the air, ‘my bare fect
touching the dirt with toes only’ (p. 44). The entire novel, in a sense, is an
attempt to restore this lifted world, to rediscover this sense of unalienated,
embodied belonging to one’s environment. But the metafictional current
that runs through this novel constantly tugs at Deng’s capacity to recreate
this embodied life. From the moment that Deng’s village is occupied, the
capacity to inhabit himself fully deserts Deng, and the mediating, narrating
presence of Eggers, as a kind of invisible puppet master hidden behind the
Hats, starts to intervene in Deng’s experience of himself, as if metafiction
is a symptom of political dispossession. When the Murahaleen invade the
village and abuse Deng’s father and mother in front of him, Deng thinks to
himself that ‘at that moment something in me snapped’:

Ifelt it, I could not be mistaken. It was as if there were a handful of taut strings

inside me, holding me straight, holding together my brain and heart and legs,
and at that moment, one of these strings, thin and delicate, snapped. {p. 68)
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It is at this moment, as the strings that bind Deng’s body together give
way, that the sense of a space and a body that is sufficient to itself fails,
opening Deng to the controlling presence of Eggers. This is the firse iy
a long series of references to puppetry and to ventriloquism that un
through the novel, which call mutely to the double voicing that is at woq|

in this autobiography, suggesting with increasing insistence that the ver-

sion of Deng we have before us is held up by invisible strings, scripted by
an invisible author, guided by an invisible hand. Throughout the noye],
there is an obsession with the boundaries of the bound body, and with the
threat of invasion by an occupying force, by ventriloquist or puppeteer. In
one scene, when the walking boys feast on the corpse of an elephant thar
has been shor, the vivid description of the boys tearing at the elephang
flesh calls irresistibly o the puppeting motif. A boy was standing against
the elephant’, Deng’s narrative reads, ‘with his hand and wrist missin

and his shoulder red with blood. A moment later the boy’s hand had been
restored, but was covered in blood. It had been inside the elephant; he had
thrust it in where the bullet had created an opening’ (p. 150). The sight of
the boy’s apparently amputated limb catches at the novel’s repeated inter-
est in dismembered bodies, but here the amputation is in fact the effect
of a kind of merging between boy and elephant, between human and
animal, ‘The boy’s hand thrust inside the body of the elephant, like the
ventriloquist’s inside the dummy, enacts the failure of the skin as bound-
ary to separate one being from another, the failure that is at the heart
of this ventriloquised novel. And this interpenetration of one being by
another is at work constantly in Deng’s own relationship with himself.
When he undergoes an MRI scan much later in the novel, he reacts vio-
lently against the power that the machine has to see through his skin, to

see inside his mind. ‘It js a violation’, he thinks, ‘that this stranger can

examine my head without knowing me’ (p. 315). And lfater still, when
Deng is in Kenya, he meets a puppeteer of a kind, a craftsman who is
making prosthetic body parts for those wounded in the war, and it is dif-
ficult again to resist the sense that Deng is encountering here an image of
his own status as manikin. When Deng first meets the man he is ‘holding
a false arny’, and “ll around him,’ Deng remembers, ‘were the makings of
new feet, legs, arms, faces’ (p. 402). The war tears bodies apart, the sugges-
tion is, and requires us to make ourselyes anew, with whatever prosthetic,
devices we have to hand, The puppeteer seems to intuit Deng’s own need
of prosthetic supplement, despite the apparent wholeness of his body, and
offers him one of his products, ‘He gave me a mask, red, too small for me’
Deng says, and I sank my face into,it’ (p. 402). There is an unmistakable
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“metafictional charge to this moment, to Deng’s willing acceptance of his
new face. As Deng remarks that T luxuriated in the thought of presenting
_ .this new face to all the world’ (p. 403), it is very diﬂicult‘ not to feel a refer-
ence at work to the face that Eggers has given him, and in which, perhaps,

nly partly fis. ‘
hef;)o, Ytge nz;taﬁctionai urge in this work has the effect of continu-

ally evacuating Deng’s narrative voice, of casting him, like the clones in

 Ishiguro’s novel Never Let Me Go, as only partly in ownership of himself

(see Chapter 3). But if metafiction in What [s the ’Wlmt h‘as this effec't, }if
it dismantles any claims to authenticity that Deng’s autoblography might
make, it is also the metafictional element in the n?vel that opens the P.OS};
sibility of a new kind of shared life, that democratic future towards. whllc
the metafictional in Adichie is also directed. The recurrent fascmaflon
in the novel with the silent presence of Eggers as puppet master might
call the self-sufficiency of Deng’s voice into question; but' it does not do
so in order to suggest that cultural belonging is itself a ﬁcnon' or to 1mp_ly
that there is something inherently unrecoverable or inauthentic about hlﬁ—
torical experience. The growing, self-reflexive awareness of the prosthetic
fictionality of Dengs voice does not lead to the abanc{onm-ent of any com-
mitment to the reality of Deng’s experience as a forcec‘i migrant, or to.the
idea that such reality is always already lost in Bhabha's dls;ontm}mus time
of translation and negotiation’. There is nothing in the mctaﬁcnon?i ten-
dencies of this novel that weakens the longing that courses through it for a
return to that self-sufficient wotld of Deng's youth. Rather, it is the n.ovcls
silent reflection on the relationship between Deng and Eggers that is thf
basis both for the novel’s critique of the political forces that govern Dengs
access to a public voice and for its invocation of a proPer‘ly des.nocratlc
future, in which a claim 1o histerical specificity might coincide with a call
to shared postnational being. . ‘
the critical function of the novel’s metafictionality is nowhere more evi-
dent than in those freighted moments when Deng describes his own strug-
gle towards self-representation, Towards the end c.>f the novel, for exampl'e,
Deng recalls that he was required by the author.itles atan asylum centre in
Kenya to provide a written record of his experiences as forced migrant,
in order to qualify for asylum in the United States. “The ﬁ_rst step 'm’leav-
ing Kakuma, he remembers, ‘was the writing of our autobiographies”;

The UNHCR [the UN refugee agency] and the United States \.vamed-to l.cno.w
where we had come from, what we had endured. We were to write our stories in
English,- or if we could not write adequately in English, we could have someone
write it forus. (p. 485)

' N
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"This is one of those peculiarly doubled moments when the metafictiong]
frame of the novel is closest to the surface of the narrative, There ig an
uncomfortable parallel drawn here between the conditions governip

Deng’s writing of his autobiography at Kakuma and those that determine
the production of What Is the What. In both instances, Deng’s story js
translated into English, in a process that widens the distance between
his exiled condition and his village home — that removes him further
from himself, And in both cases this transfation is effected, paradoxjcally
enough, in order to answer a demand for an authentic story of suffer
ing and of deprivation: the United States and the United Nations need
to establish that Deng has suffered in order to grant him asylum; we a5
western readers are also perhaps hungry for a genuine tale of misery and
endurance. At this moment, then, the novel produces a critique of the
political forces that determine Deng’s representation of his history — 4
critique which is also in part a rejection of the conditions of the novel’s
own production. There is 2 controlled anger here at the forces which sum-
mon Deng into the English language, and into a narrative of suffering
and dispossession — forces of course at work both in the asylum centre
and in Eggers’ narration of Deng’s story. It is the plight of the asylum
seeker, Deng reminds us here, that sfhe is required to produce a narrative
of dispossession that accords with the authorities’ predetermined criteria
for the granting of asylum. But, of course, in producing such a narrarive,
what is lost is precisely that authenticity, that singularity, that the asylum
system is set up to test, and that the realist novel aims to reproduce. As
Agnes Woolley has recently argued, ‘because asylum seekers are required
to narrate themselves into existence as legitimate beings, narrative itself
becomes a constitutive component of the asylum systeny’.* ‘The spectral
presence of Eggers throughout Deng’s story, his shadowy imposition in
the narrative from the moment when Marial Bai is occupied, when Deng
feels thar the strings inside him have been cug, is in part a symptom of this
predicament. Fggers’ normalising narrating presence is, as Woolley puts
it, a ‘component of the asylum system’. "The novel reminds us, at all times,
that Deng’s experience is passed through a linguistic and political fileer -
firted with a mask - one which makes the specific history that he is telling
irrevocably lost to him.,

So the metafictional in Eggers’ novel is in part the vehicle of its critique
of the conditions of Deng’s exile. Within Deng’s own narrated voice, one
can hear 2 rejection of the terms under which it becomes audible, a dumb
refusal of the grafted voice of the American ventriloquist. But if metafi¢-
tion performs this critical function, it is also the case, as I have said, that it
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gestures towards a different kind of coming together, a new kind of accord
between self and other, between the dispossessed and the culturally pow-
etful, between Deng and Eggers, one for which there is not yet a language,
or a vocabulary. The conjunction between Deng and Eggers that runs
through this novel, that makes itself felt in the recurrent images of pup-
petry and ventriloquism, is in part the mark of Deng’s failure to speak for
himself — an immanent critique of the global political forces that remove
Deng from his village, that cast him away in a bleak and violent Atlanta,
and in the English language of a ghostly stranger. But there is also here
a real, powerful urge towards a kind of borderless union between them,
towards a kind of shared being that overcomes the cultural, political and
economic differences that separace Deng and Eggers, Aftica and America.
Indeed, it is at the very moments when Deng resists the voice that Egger'f
gives him — when one can almost hear Deng’s silent refusal of Eggers
ventriloquism — that it is possible to glimpse this new, borderless conjunc-
tion. One of the difficult points to grasp fully about these moments is
the fact that Deng’s metacommentary on the prosthetic status of his own
voice does not have a language of its own in which to unfold, When Deng
decries the demand that he write his autobiography according to the nar-
rative requirements of the United Nations and the United Startes, he does
so not in an alternative voice or an alternative critical language. He does
not resist the terms and conditions of US asylum in a Dinka dialec, or
in his ‘own’ voice, the voice of his village, one which is uncontaminated
by contact with global power, There is no moment in What I the What

- when Deng removes the mask that Eggers has given him in order to pres-

ent a defiant face to the world. Rather, Deng’s rejection of the terms of
his asylum, his rejection of the prosthetic face that has been prepared for
him, takes place always in his acquired voice, in his borrowed language;
his defianc face is identical with the face that he has been given, the onc
that signals his compliance, his acceptance both of the terms of his asylum
and of the ventriloquism of Eggers. When Deng refuses the UN offer of
2 ghostwriter at Kakuma, when he says, ‘T wrote my story in an examina-
tion booklet its small pages lined in blue’ (p- 485), it is always painfully
evident that this gesture towards self-representation — towards the kind
of self-representation achieved by Frederick Douglass and aimed for b):
Adichie’s Ugwu — comes to us by way of a translation, and in Eggers
rendition. That examination booklet, containing Deng’s story as he told

_it, is not available to us, as it only makes its way into What Ir the What

by way of Eggers’ intervention. When Deng submits this document to
the authorities, he is also required to atrach a picture of himself, and, he
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remembers, he found the combination of the written document and the
passport photograph compelling. ‘T stared ar the photo for hours’, he says,
‘and held the folder close for days, debating with myseif whether or poy
this picture, these words, were truly me’ (p. 486). It is impossible, on reaq.
ing these words, not to fecl the double effect, wheteby Deng’s giddy cop.-
templation of the possibility that he might control the terms of his owp
coming to language, to image and to fepresentation, is folded into, 254
indistinguishable from, the fecognition that such 3 possibifity js already
forsaken, thar it is being denied by the very conditions of the narrative we
are reading, These‘words, we know, are not Deng’s; the face thar we are
presented with in - What I the War does not denote him truly.

Now, in one sense, this effect might weaken the immediacy of Dengs
resistance to the imposed narrative forms in which forced migrants are
compelled to couch themselves. The novel, of course, reproduces such

when the novel Stages a critique of false representations within an avowedly

false representation, is that the narrative itself suffers a kind of implosion, -

a kind of radical fajlure. When Deng uses a voice that has been imposed
upon him to resist the imposition of a voice, wher the pupper evinces
awareness of its own status ag puppet, what takes place is 2 collapse of the

the play. In revealing the artificial nature of his own voice, Deng opens a
kind of collapsing distance from the mask he has been given; but he does
SO ot to reveal a trge face, but to produce a kind of voided facelessness,
an unworded, nameless sort of resistance to form. It is this collapse of
the narrative architecture, [ think, that is both the novel’s most radical

community,

The terms of this new language are suggested, in fact, by the image of
a faceless Dinka man, which fe-emerges throughout the novel. Deng first
meets this faceless man catly in the novel, when the latter offers himself,
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i i i idity, a warning not to enter
“explicitly, as a warning against cultural hybridity, g

into any kind of trusting relationship with the other, or with the ene‘l:iﬂt)lfl.
i_[hc man has been grievously wounded b);l ;he Arabbeur;hale:,b\mke
i i the w
he had attempted to enter into an alliance before .
::tonlehcn the war began, the man says, the Murahalee,n tortured };:TT
and ‘threw my face into the fire’ (p. 106). ‘He turned 1o me’, Deng rem

bers, ‘but his face had been ripped from his skull. His skin had melted. It

- was wet and the whites of his eyes were protruding and unblinking. He

i ific picture of a
had lost the lids that covered them’ (p. IO‘%J{T}’H? hong)ﬁc PIE:;S ey
‘face’ ts it, has been ‘taken’ (p. 106) reso

man whose ‘face’, as Deng puts it, nates i

all those other moments in the novel when Deng reflects on his dlﬁ;r o

relationship with his face, and on the nature of the face moredgenmhez’

as the transparent or opaque boundary between one petson an and fac(;

Here, at the opening of the story, this picture of a denuded, e.xposlfiat ace

? -
is offered as a symptom of cultural violence, and as a suggestion ¢ oo
war that is unfolding in Sudan is one that threatens to deprive one o :
i ’ 5ays;
sense of self. T want you to stare into my face, boy’, ]:hfif facel;ss man wﬁc).
) - - a-[l
) i his face? This was the face of a m
I need you to do this. You see t e
trusted [....] I said I was the friend of the Arab and the Arab rIcm i€e
the A
me thar we're not friends and never will be tgp.l LC?G). The facS: Zsesed o
i in i el — one can feel his presence, it s

returns again and again in the nove : .

Deng sinks his own face into the ill-fitting red m:_ask of the Kenyan ft hir

peteer — and always it carries an echo of that warning not to trust Iim xher

person. But the progress of the novel as a whole is a\;ay fmﬁl t 1: o
. : A
i al viclence and towards another
ception of facelessness as cultur : v e o
fafelcssness, towards what Derrida thinks of as the tho.u'ght (:if b.emgf e
‘opens the face’ (see Chapter 4). The most fervent political desire o i
novel is to overcome the kind of factionalism that the faceless man in e
upon, and to find a way of opening our face to the ;ther,dnt())t nl'lI term{um
’ * = k) sy
isti i line with the tests performed by the a
any existing natrative, not in fo o
sys);em, and not in accordance with any of thehpoll(litlgal ?o;c?s tlila:lta fons
ithi isti i itions. It is the kind of being
us within our existing subject posi : one
can find opening, mutely and fleetingly, as the narrative app:}alr.atlt;s o
structed for Deng by Eggers collapses, that gestures to.wards this r(l)r \

. facelessness - one not won from the repression of a national hls}t;)rﬁ, Eer)sf
the imposition of one kind of narrative over another, but. one whic Od o
both Deng and Eggers up to a new way of codf{fgmgl 'bemﬁ, a .nevir- anpsed

imagi i The kind of faciality that is glim
et unimagined way of being we. L is glimpsed
I};erc is one which is not yet decipherable, or capable of being ﬁ)l“[)eng
It is a faciality that is no more captured by the passport photo that
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attaches to his autobiography at Kakuma than by the image of the razed
face of the faceless man,

It is at the close of the novel that this plea for a kind of faceless uniq
with the other is made most passionately. It is by telling this story of hjg
past, both of his home and of his expulsion from it, Deng says, that he
has ‘found a way to live (p. 535). He has found a way to be true to the
singularity of his story, not by retreating into the factionalism urged by
the faceless man, but by reaching out to the other, to an interlocutor and
an audience, I speak to you', Deng says, both to us, his readers, and of
course also to Eggers, the person to whom he has confided his Story most
fully. ‘T speak to you because I cannot help it. It gives me strength, almos;
unbelievable strength, to know that you are there, I Covet your eyes, your
cars, the collapsible space between us’ (p. 535). This s an extraordinary
moment in the novel, and it invokes a form of shared being that implies
the utmost risk. Deng here is giving himself up entirely to the other and
doing so, what is more, in the oddly evacuated hall of mirrors that is Whaey
Is the What. Tt is in E gers’ words that Deng gives himself up to Egpers;

predicament that this novel most urgently sets itself against; buc it is also

in the kind of union, the kind of collapsible space, that such a form of

doubled reflection affords that the novel gestures rowards a kind of global

community to come, one in which we might meet the other without giv-

ing up ourselves, in which we might find the beautifully rich singularity

of our histories preserved in the midst of a full and unconditional demo-
_Cratic unjon,

BORDERLINE REALITY: DEMOCRACY
IN THE YEAR 2666

The representation of hyphenated identities in twenty-first-century fiction,
then, lives out two contradictory elements of contemporary experience:
first, that despite the arrival of a global context for all of our cultural inter-
actions, our lives are shaped by local differences which persist stubbornly
and violently within the global hegemon; second, that literary thinking
about the future requires us to imagine a different kind of world, a differ-
ent kind of globality, in which such difference is overcome. What this con-
tradiction suggests, perhaps, is that we are now living through a historical
petiod in which the residual structures for the organisation of space and
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- time — those associated with the nation state — have not yet been replaced

by the new structures arising from the emergent global scena.rif). The Ec-
tional imagination is thus caught in this lacuna, what Gramsci, in another
context, calls this ‘interregnum’, bearing witness to the continuing power
of the old order, while calling towards the transfigured possibilitie.s of the
new. “The old is dying’, Gramsci writes in his prison notebooks in 1930,
‘and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum there arises a great vari-
ety of morbid symptoms’ .3

tyOne of the e)I;fe(is of this interregnum, this ‘night of chaos and d?sola-
tion’ as Alexander Herzen puts it, between the ‘death of one world’ and
the ‘birth of another’, is that the novel finds itself charged with the task
of building worlds, of producing forms in which the globe might be seen
entire, and in which the contradictions berween residual and emergent
forms might be reconciled. One of the most striking charactenst.ics Of. the
fiction of the new century is the emergence of 2 new kind of epic ﬁcnor'x,
what Roberto Bolafio might call a ‘world-encompassing’ seein.g, that is
shaped by the balance that is now emerging between the nat{onal M}d
the global.* From Haruki Murakamis world fashioning experiments in
his 2009/10 blockbuster 1Q8y, to Jonathan Franzen's exploration of the
nature of freedom under contemporary global conditions in his zo10
work Freedom, to David Mitchell’s sweeping wozld fictions such as C!.'Ofid
Atlas and Ghostwritten, to Jennifer Egan’s novel of temporal and sp:%tlai
globality 4 Visiz from the Goon Squad, to Roberto Bolafio’s masterpiece
2666, one can see the emergence of a new kind of global literature, that
responds to the failure of existing necworks to produce le'OIld commu-
nity. These novels are an address, in part, to the perception that the shift
from national to global forms of sovereignty has left whar has I.JECII called
a ‘democratic lag’. The nation state no longer delivers democratic account-
ability; but international forms are not yet available with which to admin-
ister a kind of global sovereignty; and in the gap between .natlonal and
global forms, we see a crisis in our understanding and experience of ﬁ"CC-
dom and equality, in the very meaning of democracy. The woFlfi building
work of the new epic novel is, in a sense, a response to this crisis. }.Each of
these novels registers a kind of uncertainty about what democratic free-
dom is under contemporary conditions. Timothy Cavendish, at the heart
of David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas, thinks to himself that “Freedom!” is the
fatuous jingle of our civilizatior?, but, he goes on, ‘only those deprived O,f
it have the barest inkling re: what the stuff actually is’#* Jonathan Franzen’s -
Walter Berglund, as if in response, bemoans the repetitive b,anfdity <.3f pop
music lyrics: “Gotta be free, so free, yeah, yeah, yeah. Can’t live without
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into Ay meaningful focys, ‘He Was at once '
f:)ufj;;; ,e ’PFchIarcg Katz thinks to himself, and %fcfsre;}iiz hed’ been e
reuiade | (1;0 93h. And Patry Berglund finds herself in the grip of 5 © i
b Led m tfflt she could see yas killing her by she i
Pt be?; 0S (fp. 1’79), leading her to the conclusion that she p;y;
contion oo 5;0_ 0 rge {p- 181). Roberto Bolafio suggests thar thispltmd
o oo fre m, t ¢ freedom_ produced by the globalisation of CGI?_
e kﬂﬁnysco?ruption a.nd violence, the violence manifested inC ai;:_
epeaved il Ig_ Ot women in the Mexican town of Cuidad Judrez the
rines wh ie at the I}eart of 2666. Cuidad Judrez, Bolaio says -
W IN 2003, is our ‘curse and mitror’, 3 ‘disturbing reﬂectizis

Is possessed by this vile liberty; crisscrossed by the ‘Highways of freedopy
o,

as the narrator hag it, ‘where evil is [ike a Ferrary’ {p. 536). In alf of th
. . ese

th

noc:reci‘g;rl.ﬁﬁzﬂ.glgblal_nerworks of 2666, one can detect what the novel’s

erdgmy, [wéﬂ;m,o,dj, calls the ‘impulse towards freedom, towards soy-
. 7i2)" (p. 741), the impulse to make of oneself a ‘sovercign

C i i
i o S b
VR, aesthetic forms, in whj -
b ) » In which such f
e shadowed forth. Archimbold; sees 2 fundamenta] connerci?gsnble:;cgg

what G ‘soci

mazz th?r);klzglbotrd callis the ‘society of the spectacle’, is the world as it is

B cbo l;s ¥ the networks of power, reality as it is shaped and
1s by the world marker. It js the Impassioned missioﬁ of the
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contemporary writers of world ficdons to see beyond these forms of sem-
plance, to encounter a reality that is naked, that does not seem but is.

But, if the contemporary epic sets out to imagine a properly demo-

cratic world, a world which safeguards Archimbold’s freedom and sov-
ereignty, the form of these novels suggests immediately how difficulr ic
s to conceive of such a world, to encounter it in its naked reality. All of
these works, by Mitchell, by Egan, by Bolafio, exhibit at once a tendency
“towards complete seeing, towards an expanded form in which we might
_sec the world whole, and an opposite tendency towards fragmentation,
:towards a kind of broken failure of collective sight. This contradiction, I

hink, is a reflection of a faultline, a deep flaw that runs through our very

capacity to imagine democratic freedom under contemporary conditions.
“As Jacques Derrida’s later work has suggested, from Politics of Friendship to
Rogues, to the posthumously published Beast and the Sovereign, democracy
itself is inhabited and disfigured by a contradiction, or perhaps something

‘more serious than 2 contradictior’, a ‘tragically irreconcilable’ antinomy
between two democratic demands, each as urgent as the other.” The task
of democracy is to produce a co-operative collective, in which we are able
to live together as a ‘we'; but it is also the task of democracy to protect
the freedom of the individual, a freedom which rests on the right of each
subject to act precisely not as a member of a collective, but as a singular
and free entity. As Derrida puts it in The Palitics of Friendship, there is ‘no
democracy without respect for irreducible singularity or alterity, but there
is no democracy without the “community of friends”, without the calcu-
lation of majorities’ # As Jean-Luc Nancy has argued, in 7he Experience of
Freedom, it is central to the very idea of freedom that it should be beyond
any kind of measure, any kind of conditionality. ‘Freedomn’, Nancy writes,
‘measures itself against nothing’® A limited, meted out freedom is no
freedom at all. But of course it is the task of democracy to measure, to
count votes, to balance the freedom of the individual against the freedom
of the community. And this contradiction, for Derrida, shapes the very
texture of the worlds that we are able to imagine or inhabit under pre-
sent conditions. Contemporary global culture summons us to live in a
commen world, 2 world thar we assume we share equally with all others.
“There really must be’, he says, a certain presumed, anticipated unity of the
world’# “No one would seriously deny’, he goes on, that ‘living beings’,
both human and animal, ‘inhabit a world, what one calls the world, and
in a certain sense the same world® (p. 264). Buy, as forcefully as this world
presents itself to us, and as much as our political and aesthetic task is to
find forms in which we can imagine and realise such global communities,
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it is also the case that such a common wotld cannot come to imagination
or to form, and that the experience of freedom, of sovereign subjectivity,
of alterity and ipseity, makes such a collective world unthinkable to us,
“The word world’, Derrida writes, is perhaps ‘merely an artificial effect,
a cobbled-together verbal and terminological construction’, designed to

© protect us against the ‘fact that there is not the world, that nothing is less
certain than the world itself, that there is pethaps no longer a world and no
doubt that there never was one as totality of anything ac all’ (pp. 265-6). It
is this blank, impossible contradiction between the presence of the world
and its absence, between community and alterity, that for Derrida drives
the very experience of political desire, and that determines the way that we
imagine and hope for a democracy to come. ‘Political desire’, he writes, ‘is
forever borne by the disjunction of these two laws’. Their incompatibil-
ity is what makes it impossible for us to properly imagine a democratic
world, but it is also this disjunction at the heart of our idea of democracy
that marks the possibility of its arrival. “This disjunctior, Derrida writes,
‘bears the chance and the future of a democracy whose ruin it constantly
threatens but whose life, however, it sustains, like life itself, at the heart of
its divided virtue, the inadequacy to itself’ #

The writer in the twenty-first century who has explored this disjunction
at the heart of our idea of democracy most fully, I think, is Roberto Bolafo.
His most significant work, 2665, is, more completely than any other of the
global fictions that I have been discussing here, an exercise in world build-
ing, in giving language to a ‘common world’; but, at every moment in this
vast novel, the urge towards world encompassment is counteracted, under-
mined, evacuated by the recognition that there is ‘perhaps not a world’,
that the impulse towards ungovernable freedom that moves through this
work is not containable within any existing or imaginable idea of the
world. The five novels of which this compound work is made suggest a
series of matrices, of overlapping networks that turn around the figure
of Archimboldi, and that bring the world itself into a kind of luminous
connectivity. The novels of which the work is made produce an extraor-
dinary sense of articulation, 2 manifestation of that intuition, running
through DelLillo’s assimilative novel Underworld, that ‘everything is con-
nected. All human knowledge gathered and linked’ {p. 825). But, as with
the other epic novels of the new century, 2666 combines this aesthetics of
conjunction with an opposite sense of disconnection, of deathly disjunc-
tive dissonance, that permeates almost every sentence, every mood. The
first novel follows the attempt of four European literary critics — Espinoza,
Norton, Morini and Pelletier — to track down Archimboldi, a German
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novelist who, in the tradition of Salinger or Pynchon, is a ‘vanished
writer’, a writer whose cultural power emerges to some degree from his
disappearance. Their search takes them from their European academic
netwarks ~ joining London, Paris, Rome and Madrid — to the Mexican
border town of Santa Teresa (a fictionalised Cuidad Judrez), following a
tip off from a shady government agent named El Cerdo. The following
two novels continue versions of this search, under different guises, The
second novel switches from the perspective of the European academics, to
that of Oscar Amalfitano, a Spanish literary critic who has found himself
exiled from Barcelona to Santa Teresa, and the third novel s built around
an African American literary journalist called Fate, who becomes besotted
with Amalfitanc’s daughter Rosa. Throughout these two novels, the centre
of gravity of the work shifts from the missing Archimboldi to the bru-
tal crimes that are taking place in Santa Teresa, with which Archimboldi
is nevertheless obscurely connected. ‘The fourth novel, and the most dif-
ficulg, is given to a blankly encyclopaedic detailing of the crimes them-
selves, the endlessly repeated rape and murder of women in and around
the Mexican border town (although we do not see the crimes commit-
ted, but only their effects, manifest in the repeated discovery of brutalised
women’s bodies}. The last novel then returns to Europe, and to Germany,
to trace the childhood and maturation of Archimboldi, taking us from his
time as a German soldier in the Second world was, through his travelling
and development as a writer in the postwar decades, to his preparation
in the 2000 to leave for Mexico, where his nephew, Klaus Haas, is being
held on suspicion of the murder of the women of Santa Teresa,

In telling these interconnected stories, the novel as a whole suggests a
way of putting together time and space, of reading the networks of power
that connect Europe with the United States and with Latin America, that
lead from European colonial power to US imperialism, from the violence
of Nazism to that of globalisation. Santa Teresa emerges as a kind of hub,
a place at the border or threshold, where the subterranean connections
that bind the world together are made visible, As the receptionist at a
cybercafe in Santa Teresa remarks, the town is a ‘collage of diverse and
wide-ranging homages’. ‘Every single thing in this country’, he says, is an
homage to everything in the world, even the things that haven’t happened
yet' {p. 339). The crimes themselves, the ‘ile interpretation of our liberty’,
are the coded markers of this global connectedness; as Klaus remarks, the
‘secret of the world is hidden in them’ (p. 348). But, as T have said, the
extraordinary capacity of this novel to map the ‘highways of freedom’ that
connect the world to itself is mirrored by the constant, moving awareness
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that the world cannot be articulated, cannot be brought into focus or gath-
ered together. The key signature of this novel — the signature perhaps of
Bolafio’s writing more generally — is his capacity to catch repeatedly at the
moment when the connected world slides out of focus, casting us into the
absence of the world, yvielding what the elusive narrator calls a ‘moment of
revelation’ that ‘leaves us with only the certainty of a void, a void that very
quickly escapes even the word that contains it (p. 436). Even as the vari-
ous flight paths that cross the novel bring the world into communication,
they open this gulf, this unnameable void, what Amalfitano thinks of as
a kind of existential jet lag. Air travel, Amalfitano thinks, does not join
separate places, allowing us to navigate the world, to contain an idea of ir
in our heads; rather, it reveals to us the nonexistence of ather places. ‘He
believed’; we are told, that

when a person was in Barcelona, the people living and present in Buenos Aires
and Mexico City didn't exist. The time difference only masked their nonexistence,
And 50 'if you suddenly travelled to cities that, according to this theory, didnt
exist o hadn’t yet had the time to put themselves together, the result was the phe-
nomenon known as jet lag. (p: 189)

Jet lag, for Amalfitano, is the eerie experience of the non existence of
the world -- the revelation of an unworlded being that trembles always
beneath the surface of Bolafo’s worldscapes, threatening at any moment
to engulf us.

Bolaios representation of sovereignty is fundamentally shaped by this
disjunction between being in the world and being without a world, the
disjunction that Derrida suggests is the faultline that runs through our
capacity to conceive of democracy. 2666 is, above all else, an attempt to
trace the forcefields that shape our occupation of space and time, and
to capture that tmbling, falling moment in which such forcefields give
way to an entirely other principle of being, a voided being that evades
or eludes the powers that place us in the world. The interest in the novel
in "borderline realities’ — the kind of extreme, dangerous places, such as
Santa Teresa, where the work of such reality control is so close to the sur-
face, so exposed — is governed in part by its attempt to follow this kind
of movement, this switching between worlded and unworlded being. The
novel’s understanding of liberty and of sovereignty, its testing of the very
possibility of freedom and what Pelletier and Espinoza call ‘self-realization’
(p. 64), is determined by this movement, this disjunction. The novel is
made of porous, elastic borderlines that scparate one space from another,
one nation from another, one time from another, one person from
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another, and the poetic principle of the wotk is to stretch and pull at this
elastic, feeling both for the texture of its tensile strength, for the material
pressures that operate in its taut fibres, and for those weak spots when the
fibre itself comes unstuck, separates from itself, the moment, in Pelletier
and Espinozd’s words, when ‘reality seems to tear like paper scenery’
(p. 135). The novel’s thinking of the possibility of democracy, of the rela-
tionship between the construction of world communities and the promise
of a kind of absolute, unbounded freedom, emerges from this testing of
the boundary, stretched to its extreme,

One way of thinking about this boundary in Bolafio’s novel — perhaps
the way in which this boundary manifests itself most insistently in his
work - is as the boundary of the body itself, the skin which makes of the
body a complete whole, a ‘sovereign entity’.-2666 is caught in the grip of an
obsession with the biological materiality of the body, and with the histori-
cal, geographical and political forces that place a body in space, that deter-
mine its mobility, its weight, its power to exert pressure on other bodies.
This obsession, of course, can be seen most clearly, most viscerally, in the
‘Part about the Crimes’, the section of 2666 that deals most centrally with
the repeated murder and violation of women. There is an extraordinary
effect produced by the repeated, repeated, repeated descriptions of violated
female bodies that run throughout this fong section, the uncontrolled
accumulation of passages that begin with phrases such as ‘On December 1,
the body of a young woman between eighteen and twenty-two was found
in a dry streambed near Casas Negras' (p. 611), or ‘In July, the body of a
woman was found in a sewage ditch to the east of Colonia Maytorena’
(p- 575), or “In the middle of November the body of another dead woman
was discovered in the Podest4 ravine (p. 524), or ‘In October the body of
another woman was found in the desert south of Santa Teresa, between
two country roads’ (p. 520), or “The next dead girl was found berween
the Casas Negras highway and the bottom of a valley without a name,
full of brush and wildflowers' (p. so1), or “The Gitl’'s body turned upina
vacant lot in Celonia Las Flores’ (p. 353). This exhaustive repetition con-
tributes to the extraordinary objectification of the female body that the
novel witnesses, this sense that the women in Santa Teresa are reduced to a
kind of bare life, to the condition of naked biological material. But it also
produces and reiterates a structural relationship between the experience
of embodiment and the socio-economic forces that position the body in
space. Throughout this section; and the novel as a whole, there is 2 fun-
damental connection at work between crime and poverty. The murdered
women (both in Santa Teresa and in Cuidad Judrez) are largely prostitutes
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or low paid factory workers, working in the maguiludores of Santa Teresa,
and the depiction of the violence perpetrated against them is interfeaved
always with the violence of low wage labour itself, the forces that trap
these bodies in the filth of Santa Teresa’s underworld.* The overpowering
sense of embodied being that emerges from this section, the sense of thesa
women as subjects bound to the material body, is shaped by the globa}
exchange of power and capital that the novel traces. As Grant Farred has
argued, in his 2010 essay on 2666, the global circuitry of the novel and
the search at its heart for the vanished Archimboldi serve to ‘make visible
and intelligible the genocidal effects of neoliberalism for those, especially
women, in the global South’.# It js here at the revealed bordetline benween
North and South, and also berween twentieth and twenty-first centuries,
between Europe and America, between Nazism and neoliberalism, that
the violence that is implicit in all forms of capital and labour exchange is
worked upon the torn and desecrated stuff of the body itself.
But if the crimes are where the expetience of bare biological life is most
visceral, there is an insistent interest in the occupation of the body that
runs throughout the novel, and across the landscapes and timescapes
depicted within it. The section about the literary critics, for example, is
focused on their repeated travel between London, Paris, Rome, Madrid,
Mexico City, Santa Teresa, and here there is again an interest in the way
that the boundaries of the body impose themselves. The networks to
which the four belong mean not only thar they travel across the conti-
nent, but also that they talk to each other across great distances, distances
that seem to work their way into the body itself, shifting the way that the
extent and limits of the body are imagined. Pelletier and Espinoza talk Jate
into the night, and the narrator dwells on the ‘waves or whatever it was
that linked their voices and ears across the dark fields and the wind and
the snow of the Pyrences and the rivers and lonely roads and the separate
and interminable suburbs surrounding Paris and Madrid’ (p. 41). Social
and geographical mobility seems to expand the boundaries of the body
here, to include that collapsible space that intervenes between us. But even
here, when economic and cultural power makes of the body a more roomy
thing — giving the critics the impression that they were supra-bodily, that
‘they were there but they weren’t there’ {p. 70) — the focus of the narra-
tive is on embodiment, on the way that waves and networks run through
our embodied selves, positioning us, making us readable to ourselves. The
image of the murdered female bod , of the dismembered and violated
corpse of a Santa Teresa factory wotker, is always present in the novel,
forming a kind of base line against which the occupation of the body is
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measured, so even as the academics travel the world, expanding themselves
and their disciplines across time and space, the body as material thing: as
the object which is given animation and movement by communication
and networking, threatens to re-assert itself,

'The narrator’s representation of the female critic Liz Norton, for exam-
ple, dwells repeatedly, obsessively, on the way that her body fits and fails
to fit within the forms through which she recognises herself and is recogn-
ised by others. As Pelletier and Espinoza meet at a conference on the-
future of German literature in Mainz early in the novel, they discuss
Norton, with whom they have both been having an affair, and from whom
they are both at this point somewhat estranged. Espinoza says that he ha’s
tried to talk to her on the phone, but ‘it was like talking to a stranger’.
‘For a while’, the narrator says, ‘the phone in Norton’s apartment floated
in their conversation. A white telephone in the grasp of a white hand, the
white forearm of a stranger’ (p. 63). 'This is one of those minor nodal
points around which the narrative is hung — and which reaches out to
several other moments in the novel, with which it has an underground
affiliation. The connecting power of the telephone here — of the telephonic
waves which reach across the continent, conjoining the voice and ear of
the male critics — seems unable quite to include Norton. She remains a
stranger, unallied to Pelletier’s ‘community of friends’, but she also appears
stubbornly embodied, resistant to telephonic effects. ‘The detachment of
her hand and forearm from the rest of her body emphasises her biological-
ity; just as the dismemberment of the Santa Tere_sa women, which'is gath-
ering, even now, beneath the skin of the novel, emphasises their thmgne%,
the materiality of the body. But if the disembodied hand calls to the muti-
lated corpses of the murdered women, it also sets up a series of ot.her
echoes, which fan out across the narrative. Norton’s hand emerges again a
little later in one of Pelletier’s dreams, in which ke finds himself in the
same room as Norton, but oddly removed from her, as if they cannot
quite coincide. ‘From time to time’, in the dream, ‘Norton would approach
the room he was in and say something to him, but she never crossed the
threshold’ (p. 78). Pelletier ‘shouted Norton’s name’, bur she does not
answer, ‘as if the silence had swallowed her calls for help’ (p. 79). And
then, as if the dream has a novelistic logic of its own, Norton’s discon-
nected hand emerges again, the body fragment that cannot be absorbed
into Pelletier’s communicative economy. Pelletier watches as ‘a statue
emerged from the bottom of the metallic sea’ — a Formless chunk of stone,
gigantic, eroded by time and water, though a hand, a wrist, part of a fore-
arm could still be made out with perfect clarity (p. 78). This doubled
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image of the disembodied hand is then furcher amplified, as it catches ap
ccho of that other disembodied hand that lies at the heart of the narra-
tive - the hand of the painter Edwin Johns. Johns is the London painter
who cuts off his own painting hand, in order to make a self-portrait — ‘an
ellipsis of self-portraits, sometimes a spiral of self-portraits ...} in the cen-
tre of which hung the painter’s mummified right hand’ (p. 53). This ampu-
tated body part (both artist and are work, both self and representation of
sclf) returns repeatedly throughour the novel, reflecting and amplifying
the early image of Norton's detached hand. Pelletier, Espinoza and Morini
travel to visit Johns at a lunatic asylum in Switzerland, where they are
peculiarly disturbed to find that he wears an extraordinarily lifelike pros-
thesis (Johns offers his artificial hand to Espinoza and Pelletier, who ‘shook
it carefully’ [p. 89]); Norton finds herself in front of the gallery, on her
return from Mexico, which is ‘hosting a retrospective of the work of
Edwin Johns’ (p. 146); and she recounts her discovery, later that day, that
the painter has died, that, in another preview of the repeated discovery of
the Santa Teresa dead, ‘they found his body at the bottom of a ravine’
{p- 150) in the grounds of his Swiss asylum, “That night’, Norton writes, in
a letter to Espinoza and Pelletier, 1 thought about Edwin Johns, I thought
abour his hand, now doubtless on display in the retrospective, the hand
that the sanatorium orderly couldn’t grasp to prevent his fall’ (p. 151). Just
as Norton’s amputated hand marks her estrangement from Pelletier’s com-
munity of academic friends — the disjunction berween her staric body and
the intellectual networks which distribute the critics voices around the
academic world — so Johns amputated hand opens a divide between the
self-identical body, and the global exchange of painterly representations of
the body, of representation as commodity. And then, this doubling
between Johns and Norton catches yet another, fater echo in the ‘Part
about Amalfitano’, which reaches further into the cavernous philosophical
and literary basements which underlie the novel, Amalfitano, in exile in
Santa Teresa and fearful for his daughter’s safety, finds himself haunted by
a disembodied ‘voice’, a voice which is perhaps simply his own fear, telling
him to remove his daughter from Santa Teresa. But this fear manifests
itself in a fascination with the bonds that attach us to our bodies. The
voice (itself detached, of course, from a body} is interested in the process

- by which ‘the sinew of the will detaches iself from the rest of the body’

(p. 209), a process which is obscurely bound up, the voice suggests, with
the Santa Teresa crimes. “You teach philosophy?’, the voice demands of
Amalfitano. “You teach Witigenstein? And have you asked yourself
whether your hand is a hand? (p. 209). “You've thought about your
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daughter’, the voice goes on, ‘and about the murders committed dail)/. in

this city’, but ‘you haven’t thought seriously about whether your hand is a

hand’ (p. 210). The voice here joins with Norton and with Johns, in the

novel’s mirrored reflections on the binding berween body and will, on the

forces which both contain us within our bodies and distribute us around

the globe. But here, the nature of such binding is tuned to an overtly
philosophical wavelength, giving a Wittgensteinian cast to Johns art wo.rlf,

and to Nortox's detached hand. The voice is thinking here of Wittgenstein's

posthurnous work Oz Certainty, where Wittgcnstein seeks to correct
George Moore’s mistaken claim that one can deduce a ‘proof of the exter-
nal world’ from the impossibility of doubting, when we can see it before
us, that we have a hand.# 'The truth or falsehood, Wittgenstein argues, of
the claim that we have a hand cannot be determined by empirical means,
by simply looking at the hand before us; it is only true to the extent that it
conforms to our ‘picture of the world’ — a picture of the world which is
determined by the ‘language games’ within which we aspire to truth, to
knowledge of the world. Our ‘picture of the world’, Wittgenstein writes,
‘is the inherited background against which I distinguish between true and
false’ (p. 15¢), and it is only within the terms of this picture, of this lan-
guage game, that this distinction makes sense to us.# Our true hand does
not make itself available to us as simple biological matter, as pure pres-
ence; rather, Wittgenstein argues, it becomes perceptible and knowable to
us only when it becomes part of our ‘idea of the world’, when it is plugged
in to our world picturing mechanisms, When the voice demands that
Amalfitano should ask himself “whether his hand is a hand’, when it sug-
gests a connection between this question and the murders in Santa Teresa,
it is mobilising again the novel’s central interest in the relationship between
bare life — biological matter — and the networks and languages which bring
our bodies into being, into relationality, in 2 world that is shared with
others. As Norton’s hand calls to the dismembered bodies of the Santa
Teresa women, and to Edwin John’s severed hand, and to Amalfitanc’s
hand and to Witigenstein's hand, it traces the global circuitry of the novel
itself, its picturing of the body as it is placed in the world by the economic
and political forces that produce global space.

The body, then, in Bolafios novel, is disrupted, separated from itself, by
the forces which make of it a citizen, a democratic subject. ‘The struggle .
to become, to enter into communicative networks, requires one to forsake
one’s naked body, to join Archimboldi’s ‘realm of semblance’, in which the B
body itself as object, as biological material, is partially excluded. The dis-
membered bodies of the murdered women of Santa Teresa, the fragmented
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hand of Liz Notton, the mummified hand of Edwin Johns, these are body
parts which cannot be fully assimilated into the novel’s world community,
In order for the hand to be a hand it has to play its part in our picture
of the world, to fulfil its function as a member of 2 larger body — it has
to denounce its being simply as a hand. As Atistotle puts it, in a passage
which is perhaps at the heart of Wittgenstein's treatise in O Certainty, a
thing really is itself when it can perform its function; an eye, for instance,
when it can see’. A hand, to be truly a hand, has to function as a hand, has
to be an articulated part of the body as a whole. ‘And 5o’ Aristotle argues,
‘the hand of a dead man will be a hand in name only’ % Bolaiio’s novel
follows this logic, tracing the process by which bodies become meaningful
as they are summoned into a form of world community, as they become
functional within it. It offers an extraordinarily comprehensive picture
of the ways in which global relations have interpellated us, making of us
functioning, articulated beings. But, just as it fashions these world pic-

 tures, these collective, communal worlds in which we become as demo-

cratic subjects, it is equally fascinated by those bodies and places that are
excluded from such communities. The novel traces and crosses the bot-
derlines that separate the communal world, the world of global capital,
from the underworlds, the dark, stateless places that are excluded from
political normalcy. Space in Bolafo’s novel is divided by this borderline
between the proper and the improper, the included and the excluded. The
bodies of the murdered women, naked bodies that remain unassimilared,
abject, fragmented, are discovered always in those places that are excluded
from public life. They are found in rubbish dumps, in vacant lots, in sew-
ers, on the windy sides of roads, in the desert, in unnamed valleys — in
no man’s land, land that remains unincorporated into global networks.
And this connection between the bodies of murder victims and unmade,
unmapped space spreads out across the novel. There is an insistent, recur-
rent connection berween non-functioning bodies, bodies which for one
reason or another have relinquished or been stripped of their role in the
world, and excluded spaces, spaces which are screened off from the world.
The lunatic asylum, the cemetery, the abattoir, the border crossing, the
prison, these places run through the novel, offering a kind of mitror image
of the connected woild, and an ambiguous refuge and detention centre
for those bodies that refuse or are forbidden to take up their place in the
global community. Klaus Haas, in prison in Santa Teresa, is connected to
Edwin Johns in his asylum in Switzerland, who is connected to the novel’s
Spanish poet lying ‘in majestic and semisecret repose in the Mondragon
asylum’ (p. 167); and all of them are connected to Archimboldi himself,
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who finds himself for a time living in 2 ‘refuge’ for ‘the vanished writers of
Europe’ (p. 857) — a place which, of course, turns out to be a lunaric asy-
Jum. In Bolafid’s picture of the world, the body of the functioning citizen,
assimilated into the proper spaces of the state, is balanced ahways against
these improper bodies, incarcerated in spaces of exclusion, or cast into the
wilderness,

"The moment at which this borderline between the proper and improper,
the excluded and the included, reaches its sharpest focus occurs late in
the novel, when Archimboldi meets a German called Sammer, when they
are both detained at an American prisoner of war camp, near Anshach,
after the end of the war. Sammer tells Archimboldi a story about his time
as the head administrator of a small occupied town in Poland, where he
was stationed until the end of the war. At one point during his time in
Poland, the story goes, Sammer found himself in charge of a trainload of
five hundred Greek Jews who had accidentally been delivered to the town. |
Sammer secks to accommodate the Jews, while he waits for the authori-
ties to reroute them, but eventually word arrives from an employee of the
‘Oftice of Jewish Affairs’, who says that there has been an administrative
error, as a result of which the Jews are now Sammer’s responsibility. “That
train should have unloaded in Auschwitz' ( p. 758), the official tells Sammer.
Tve talked to my superiors’ he goes on, and we're in agreement that the
easiest and best thing would be for you to dispose of them’ {p. 759). What
follows is the horrific description of the struggle that Sammer undergoes
to exterminate the five hundred Jews - his decision to take them in small
groups to a ‘hollow’ on the outskirts of the town, like those empty places
on the outskirts of Santa Teresa, where they are killed and buried by vol-
unteers that Sammer presses into service. As an encounter with the scale
of the Nazi slaughter of Jews, and with the sheer difficulty of the mass
extermination of living people, this story has an extraordinary power, a
power which is mirrored in the unspeakable descriptions of mass exter-
minations of Jews in Jonathan Littell’s novel Zhe Kindly Ones. After days
of exhausting killing, Sammer asks how many Jews are left and is told
that, of the original five hundred, there were still one hundred remaining.
At this point he realises that he simply cannot complete the task, ‘I was
doing my best’, he says, ‘but I couldn stand it. Fifteen, all right. Thirty,
fine. But when one reaches fifty the stomach turns and the head spins and
the restless nights and nightmares begin’. As with its depiction of the kill-
ings of the Santa Teresa women, the novel here produces a vivid, visceral
picture of the mareriality of living and dying and killing, the dreadful,
blunt work that mass extermination involves. But if the story captures
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something of the horror of the massacre, perhaps the most haunting
image that it leaves us with is that of the condemned Jews, as they mingle
with the townspeople, while they await their fate. The prisoners were on
their way to Auschwitz, to the archetypal place of exclusion, where the
subject is stripped of citizenship, reduced to bare life, to naked biological
being. But the mistake that misdirects the train places the camp itself, the
state of exception, in the heart of the town, taking those excluded, unas-
similated bodies into the midst of the community. Sammer, trying to find
something to do with his five hundred prisoners, sets them to sweeping
the roads, giving rise to the extraordinary spectacle of bands of the con.
demned walking amongst the citizenry, sharing space with them, cleaning
the highways, but nevertheless carrying with them that shifting borderline
that separates the included from the excluded, the properly living from
the living dead.

"The geography of the novel is shaped by such borderlines, which
demarcate the landscape into zones, which separate the sanctioned from
the illicit, the authorized from the contraband. Amalfitand’s wife, Lola,
for example, obsessed with the poet incarcerared at Mondragon asylum,
haunts the fence that marks the boundary of the sanatorium, clinging to

- the ‘border between.the asylum and the outside world’ (p. 76); but the

novel suggests that one finds such borders everywhere, that the experi-
ence of achieving social and political consciousness involves an accep-
tance of this boundary as it shapes us and positions us. As the encounter
between the Jews and the townsfolk of Sammer’s Polish town suggests,
there is not always a fence to delineate the boundary — the distinctions
between inclusion and exclusion run like leylines across the face of the

 planet, determining and shaping all our forms of social interaction, One

of the most extraordinary achicvements of Bolafio’s novel is its capacity
to reveal these boundary lines, to map them as they spread, like magnetic
fields, across the globe. But if the novel maps such boundaries, its central
drive, the poetic task which animates it above all others, is to imagine a
mode of being which might overcome such distinctions. Archimboldis
intuition, in his own poetic imagination, of a form of freedom and sov-
ereignty’ that might transcend the ‘realm of semblance’, leads us rowards
this possibility, the conception of a body which has sovereign power over
itself, which knows the kind of democratic freedom that the state, under
current global conditions, cannot make possible, Archimboldi desires the
kind of sovereignty that for the philosopher Giorgio Agamben is lost at
the very birth of modern democracy, is forsaken, indeed, to bring about
the modern democraric nation state, The sovereign nation state, Agamben
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atgues in Homo Sacer, is established through an act of exclusion, an act
of demarcation, which makes the body, under democratic rule, forever
divided from itself. The foundation of the modern state opens a discrep-
ancy at the heart of the body, between political life and bare life. In order
to give birth to the petson as modern subject, it was necessary, Agamben
argues, partially to exclude the body, as matter, from the state, thus setting
in place a distinction between ourselves as functioning citizens, and our-
selves as biological bodies, a distinction, he argues, which has destroyed
any possibility of real freedom, of genuine sovereignty, throughout the
history of the modern democratic state. It is the fate of the democratic
subject to feel always this division at the heart of ourselves. ‘Along with
the disciplinary process by which State power makes man as a living being
into its own specific object’, Agamben writes, ‘another process is set in
motion that in large measure corresponds to the birth of modern democ- -
racy, in which man as a living being presents himself no longer as an object
but as the subject of political power’ (p. 9). Our bodies as objects are partly.
forsaken by us, as the cost of taking up our place as proper citizens. For
Agamben, the Nazi camp, in its reduction of citizens to bare life, demon-
strates to us the borderline that operates between the sovereign citizen and
the body that cannot be fully accepted into the polis. The camp enacts a
grotesque revelation of the distinction between bare life and political life
that the establishment of sovereignty requires. The camp, he argues, is the
‘hidden matrix and somos of the political space in which we are still living’
(p. 166). If for Archimboldi, ‘national socialism is the ultimate realm of
semblance, it is perhaps partly because it reveals this exclusion thar is at
the heart of the establishment of communal life. In order to instantiate a
nation state we have at the beginning to exclude — this is the contradic-
tion that Derrida sees at the heart of the democracy itself - the impossibly
aporetic idea that the administration of democratic freedom is indissocia-
bly bound to the exclusion of the minority from the field of the proper,
the approved.

2666, and Bolafio’s work as a whole, is an attempt to overcome this
difficulty, to give poetic expression to a world which is not divided from
itself, and to a body which might have sovereignty over itself, Agamben
makes the difficult claim, in Homo Sacer, that there is an ‘inner solidarity’
between ‘democracy and totalitarianisty’, in that both exercise sovereign
power in the exclusion of bare life from political life. “This idea’, he says,
must be pursued, despite its difficulty, because ‘it alone will allow us to
orient ourselves in relation to the new realities and unforeseen convergen-
ces of the end of the millennium’ (p. 10). Throughout the history of the
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nation state, while the forms of the state — ‘political, religious, juridical,
and economic® — were still strong’, the contradictions that inhabited ouy
conception of sovereignty and the inner solidarity between sovereignty
and totalitarianism were partially hidden. “The problem of sovercigney’,
Agamben writes, ‘was reduced to the question of who within the politi-
cal order was invested with certain powers, and the very threshold of the
political order was never called into question’ (pp. 11-12). Today, though,
and ‘now that the great State structures have entered into a process of dis-
solution’ (p. 12), this threshold of the political order has become visible
-and has come into question, so that to understand the limits of the state,
to think the very possibility of democracy, requires us urgently to rethink
the foundations of political life. What is required, Agamben writes, is a
‘new politics, which remains largely to be invented’, a ‘completely new
politics, no longer founded on the exceprio of bare life’ — the politics that
Derrida calls the ‘democracy to come’. Bolaio, in calling for a form of
freedom and sovereignty that looks past the ‘realm of semblance’, seeks to
give this new politics some kind of visibility.

In order to glimpse such a politics, however, Bolano’s fiction suggests, it
is necessary to recognise, with Derrida, that there is ‘perhaps not a world’,
‘There is not a world, not even a fiction of the world, Bolafio’s work sug-
gests, in which it is possible to imagine the kind of sovereignty and free-
dom that move beneath the surface of Archimboldis art, so to glimpse
it, ro intuit the possibility of a properly democratic freedom, requires us
to do without the world, to ‘carry’ outselves, in Derrida’s phrase, ‘out of
the world’.# There is no existing figure, Bolafo’s work suggests, in which
a fully democratic sovereignty might be formulated. Just as Eggers’ work
suggests that a proper refationship with the other requires us to live in an
unmade, unstrung space, to encounter the other somewhere where there
is not a world; just as David Mitchell’s work suggests that utopian possi-
bility emerges from the unbinding of the world, a capacity to live amidst
what Frobisher calls the ‘unravelled strings of myself” (p. 469), so Bolafios

fiction discovers that the imagining of {reedom and sovereignty requires -

us to undo ourselves, to make our bodies out of what Derrida calls
‘unwoven tissuc’, the ‘ever unsewn and torn tissue of our most constant
and quotidian experience”.# Bolafio does not seek to formulate a world in
which democracy is imaginable or possible, but rather to test the limits of
the imagination in conceiving of existence without a world, without the
world as we ate able to picture it. It is only by doing so, his work suggests,
that we will be able to move beyond the contradictions that characterise
the contemporary imagination, to survive the ‘interregnum’ that we find
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ourselves in, after ‘the dissolution of the great Seate structures’, and in the
absence of a new way of formulating shared sovereign life.

It is his capacity to bring such unbound existence to near-thinkabilicy
that is the distinguishing feature of Bolafios imagination, and that makes
of him an archetypal novelist of the twenty-first century. ‘Throughout
his worl, throughout the vast wheelings of 2666, one can always feel this
strange, dismantled being moving beneath the surfaces of the prose. If his
work is divided between the licit and the illicit, between spaces of politi-
cal normalcy and those places, such as the camp and the asylum, that are
screened off from the world, then beneath this distinction, one can always
feel a third kind of space, the space of unworldedness, the dark, voided
place of an imagination that stirs in the absence of world, of language,
of any capacity to picture or narrate — the place in which another kind of
futurity, another kind of sovereignty, is secreted. Bolafio’s landscapes are
pitted with these emptinesses, these voids, these places, in Amalfitanc’s
words, that have not *had time to put themselves together’. Everywhere
space is organised, one can feel this counter-pressure, this tendency towards
disassembly. But if space is always coming unstuck, if every letter, in the
words of Father Urrutia, in Bolafio’s By Night in Chile, ‘conceals another,
invisible letter’,* it is nevertheless the case that there are concentrations
of invisibility in 2666, what Bolafio has called ‘hidden centres’, around
which the striated terrain of the novel turns, and which offer themselves as
passages to an unseen future, to a sovereignty to come.

'The most powerful of these hidden centres, these black holes that turn
at the heart of Bolafio’s work, is located, unsurprisingly, in Santa Teresa,
and in a hotel, one of these transitional spaces that populare Bolafio’s
novel. ‘This hotel, called the ‘Hotel Mexico’, cmerges repeatedly through-
out the novel and offers a kind of folded passage to invisibility, to the
unworlded being in which sovereignty and freedom might be imagined.
'The hotel contains three coded motifs that offer themselves as a key, of 2
kind, to the novel as a whole, and that organise themselves around the
emptiness at the novel’s centre. These motifs emerge early in the novel, as
the three academics stay in the hotel, during their search for Archimboldi,
All of their rooms are the same, but each has a ‘small distinguishing char-
acteristic’, which is the germ of the motif, Pelletier’s has a bathroom in
which the ‘oilet bowl was missing a chunk’; Espinoza’s has a ‘giant paint-
ing of the desert’; Norton’s has an extra mirror, opposite the regulation
mitror placed by the door, and ‘hung in such a way that if one stood in
a certain spot, the two mirrors reflected each other’ (p. 11). These small
quirks appear repeatedly in the novel, and as they do so they take on a
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kind of iconic power. They work their way into the critics dreams, oy,
the period of time that they are staying in the hotel, and as the criti,cs :r
drawn under the parallel influences of the vanished Archimboldi and t}ie
secthing Santa Teresa. Pelletier has a dream in which he finds his broke{3
toilet is covered with a wet substance that he at first thinks is blood anic]i
then realises is shit (p. rr4). Espinoza dreams that his painting opened
out onto a ‘still, bright desert’, which is crossed by “figures on horseback
whose movements — the movements of horses and riders — were barel,
perceptible, as if they were living in a world different from ours wherz
speed was different, a kind of speed that looked to Espinoza Iik’e slow-
ness’. As he watches this slow movement, Espinoza dreams that he can
heaf a barely audible voice. ‘He recognised’, he says, a few stray words
anckne;s, urgency, speed, agility. The words tunnelled through the rarefied
air o.f the room like virulent roots through dead flesh. Our culture, said
a voice. Our freedom’ (pp. 114-15). Norton dreams that she is reflected
in both of her two mirrors, caught, as her dreamvoice has it, in the ‘feld
.between the watching mirrors’ (p. 116). The mirrors place her somewhere
in the room, but she finds that she cannot quite coincide with the dou-
!ﬂed image of herself that the mitrors cast, and as the dream quickens
into a nightmare, she realises first that the woman in the mirrored feld is
not her, and then that the strange woman caught between the mirrors -
another version of that estranged hand and forearm clutching a phone in
Pelletier’s vision — is in fact dead. As this realisation dawns, the doubled
women turn slowly to face cach other, until their gazes ‘intersect at some
indeterminate point in the room’ {p. 116).

Between them, these three dreams contain the concertinaed scaffolding
of the novel, Pelletier’s bloody, shitty toilet is suggestive both of the wet
material of the opened body and of the broken sewerage systems designed
to regulate it, o distinguish between the proper and the abject. Espinoza’s
desert space contains within it a different kind of history and temporality,
what Amalfitano’s voice calls ‘history taken apart and put back together:
(p- 206) ~ a way of blending speed and slowness that contains the dark
promise of another kind of ‘culture’ and of ‘freedon’. And Nortor's mir-
rored field suggests a kind of unmade space, a vanishing point around
?vhich the body, time and death are organised, that ‘indererminate point
in Fhe roory into which the worlds of the novel might vanish, and from
wl?lch they emerge. The Hotel Mexico, and these three principles of
being, of space, time and the body, return again and again in the novel.
Congresswoman Esquivel Plata spends two nights in the Hotel Mexico
much later in the novel, when she is looking for one of the missing Santa
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Teresa women (p. 621}, and it seems she stays in Nortons room, as she
too is caught in that field between the watching mirrors, she too brushes
against the death that is held there. ‘If you stood in a certain place, she
says, ‘you could see one mirror in the other. What you couldn’t see was me’
(p. 621). “The more I studied the mirrors’, she goes on, ‘the mote uneasy 1
felt’ (p. 622). The vanishing work of the mitrots, of mitrors which reveal
not a version of yourself, but the hidden non-existence of the space you are
currently occupying, reaches across the novel, where it is connected always
to that regulation of the material being of the body, that regulation associ-
ated with Pelletier’s broken toilet. Oscar Fate brings Pelletier's and Norton's
rooms together, mid way through the novel, when he finds himself reflected
in a mirror, as he stands urinating at a toiler. ‘At one point’, we are told, ‘he
looked behind him and saw his own back, standing in front of the toilet,
giving him a ‘sense of unreality’ (p. 322). And then Espinoza’s painting, its
balance of speed and slowness, culture and freedom, returns again at the
close of the novel, just as Archimboldi’s art is starting to find its centre, to
inch towards its conception of an unbridled sovereignty. As he is waiting
to find a publisher for his first book, Archimboldi quotes from Espinozas
dream, saying that he ‘amused himself by thirking about a dme with two
speeds, one very stow, in which the movement of people and objects was
almost imperceptible, and the other very fast, in which everything, even
inert objects, glittered with speed’ {p. 800).

In reaching across the novel in this way, the rooms in the Hotel Mexico
offer another set of co-ordinates for the occupation of space and time —
a way of reframing ourselves that has a remarkable resonance across the
range of fiction written in the new century, Throughout this book, I have
sought to trace the emergence of new forms of temporality - new mea-
sures of speed and slowness — as they emerge alongside a new experience
of embodiment, and a new encounter with the real. The field between the
mirors in the Hotel Mexico offers itself as an opening to this transformed
reality. But, in calling to this conception of the real, in imagininga kind of
sovereignty that does not involve us in exception, exclusion, calculation,
measure, Bolafio’s work suggests, with its every breath, that the world that
might contain such sovereignty is not yet here. The work of politics and
of ethics, as well as of aesthetics, has to orient itself towards a world and a
time that are not yet in existence. The mark of this deferral of the sover-
eignty that Archimboldi feels moving within himself is the corruption of
the literary spirit itself. At the heart of 2666 is the recurrent, unmistakable
parallel berween Archimboldi and the unknown perpetrator of the Santa
Teresa crimes. As Bolafio suggests in work after work, the literary urge,
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the ethical urge, is bound up, under contemporary conditions, with the
very evils that it sets itself against. As Urrutia says in By Night in Chile,
as he excuses himself for failing in his commitment to poetry, there is no
difference ‘berween fascist and rebel. Just a pair of words. And sometimes
either will do’ (p. 103). O, as the literary journalist Sergio Gonzalez puts
it, in 2666, ‘being an arts reporter in Mexico was the same as reporting on
crime, And being on the police beat was the same as working for the arts
page’ (p. 464). Or as Amalfitano puts it, ‘In Mexico, intellectuals work for
the state’ (p. 121). Or as Urrutia puts it, when thinking about the intimate
ties between the literary salons in Chile and the Pinochet regime — ties so
intimate that literary seminars take place in the upstairs drawing room
while henchmen torture political prisoners in the basement — ‘that is how
literature is made in Chile, but not just in Chile, in Argentina and Mexico
too, in Guatemala and Uruguay, in Spain and France and Germany, in
green England and carefree Italy’ (p. 127). There is nowhere to go, in this
world, where we are not shaped and dismembered by the global circuits of
power, a thought thar comforts Utrutia, frecing him from the guilty fear
that he has betrayed his art. ‘So I went our into the streets of Santiago’,
he says, ‘with the vague conviction that I was living, if not in the best of
wotlds, at least in a possible world, a real world’ {p. 103).

The woven conncctions between Archimboldi and the crimes speak of
this cahoots between art and power, suggesting the narrow range of the
possible under contemporary conditions, the paucity of the specular real-
ity in which we dwell. But if there is no world in which the sovereignty
Archimboldi glimpses might come to being, Bolafios work is absolutely
committed to the pursuit of an impossible world, an unoccupied real-
ity which knows nothing of semblances. Aristotle writes that the body
becomes what it is when it fulfils its function. The hand is a hand when
it becomes part of the living body; the eye is truly an eye when it can see.
The conditions under which we live now, at the beginning of our new
century, mean that our bodies are never truly or fully themselves, that the
processes which make of us citizens of the world make us different from
ourselves. Bolafio’s work, and within it Archimboldi’s work, tries to see
into a vanished dimension, in which the body might achieve a kind of
sovereignty over itself once more, in which it would nor experience the
division, the exclusion that Agamben suggests is the inaugural act of the
sovercign. But to reach into this realm, one needs to feel with a hand that
is not a hand, to see with an eye that is not an eye. Archimboldi invents
for himself a heritage that signals this badily disjunction. In an autobio-
graphical novel, entitled 7he King of the Forest, he gives himself a father
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with only one leg, and a mother with only one eye (p. 887). Tt is, he sug-
gests, only by breaking body and sight, only by fitting badly in this world,
that one might see into the swirling protons of a world, a democracy to
come. When Archimboldi feels and sees his ways towards freedom and
sovereignty, he does so with purblind eyes, eyes that belong only partly to
this world. As El Cerdo says, when he initiates the search for Archimboldi,
when he opens the fold that joins Archimboldi and Santa Teresa, ‘he had
the eyes of a blind man, I don’t mean he couldn’t see, but his eyes were
like the eyes of the blind’ (p. 127). To see into the future, to see towards a
democracy to come — pethaps in 2666 — we have to have eyes that are like
the eyes of the blind.

It is Archimboldi’s purblind seeing, and Bolafio’s, that is pethaps the
most striking form in which the contemporary novel reaches towards a
transformed political being in the world. Bolafio’s fictions contain a kind
of darkened image of a common world that is the closest the novel today
can approach to imagining democracy, and sovereign freedom. Bolafio
is pethaps the exemplar of Agamben's ‘contemporary’ — the figure who
is able to perceive the darkness of his or her era. “The contemporary’,
Agamben writes, ‘is the one whose eyes are struck by the beam of darkness
that comes from his own time’." But if Bolafio’s work pushes this image
further than anyone else’s, it is also the case that the extreme borderline
reality that comes to the verge of the visible in his fiction shares something
with the worlds that emerge right across the range of contemporary fic-
tion, that one can see a latticed set of connections that join Bolafio's world
seeing with Coetzee’s, with Adichie’s, with DeLillo’s and Roths. There is a
democratic world that is coming to consciousness in the novel of the new
century; one that is shrouded still in darkness, waiting still in the rime to
come, but that stirs in the shadows of the fictional imagination, calling to
a future that we have not yet been given to see.
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