Editors’ Note

The impressive size of recent surveys of postcolonial studies by Ato Quayson (2012) and Graham Huggan (2013), to name just two, provides some measure of the burgeoning scope of the field as it extends threefold across multiple sites, languages and disciplines. While scholars may struggle at times to make sense of the heterogeneity of the “new” postcolonial studies, Huggan questions how “new” the “new” postcolonial studies is or indeed needs to be since what is important, in his view, is the “need to pay greater attention than ever to the conflicted histories that inform it” (21). The wide-ranging articles collected in this issue of the Journal of Postcolonial Writing provide just such a focus on “conflicted histories” in various parts of the world, as they engage with multi-disciplinary, textual-based approaches and the foundational theorists of postcolonial studies, including Fanon, Said and Spivak. In a special section of three articles focusing on “Global modernisms, post/colonialism and time”, edited and introduced by Susan Reid, and a general section of five articles, all eight authors, in their different ways, foreground close literary re/reading strategies as a means to gain purchase on, and to tease out, key issues in the critical reception of postcolonial writing: its dominant concerns, its marginalizations, its blindspots. Complementing and overlapping with the “new” postcolonial studies, a welcome global turn in “new” modernist studies has opened up shared concerns with formal innovations which link many of the writers considered in this issue; for instance in their utilization of metaphorical, mythical and magical-realist modes to depict the ways in which the past and the dead continue to erupt within a troubled, and often violent, present.
Mark Mathuray’s article, “Intimacies between men: modernism, African homosexualities and masculinist anxieties in Wole Soyinka’s The Interpreters”, shares the special section’s concern with global modernisms rather than a singular “Euro-American-centred view of metropolitan modernism” and exactly addresses the particular “need to think across the categories of modernism and Postcolonialism” which Reid and others (Snaith 2014, Lazarus 2005) call for. At a time when gay, lesbian and transgender subjects globally are afforded the most uneven and often persecutory treatment, especially in a significant number of African nation states outside of South Africa, Mathuray’s article is a timely and valuable contribution to the growing body of critical interest in queer African writing and in non-hegemonic, non-heteronormative subjectivities within post/colonial writing more generally (Hawley 2001, Ekine & Abbas eds 2013, Epprecht 2013, McCormack 2014). Focusing on a pivotal encounter between the queer, mixed race, American, Joe Golder, and one of the African “interpreters” of the novel, the young Nigerian journalist, Biodun Sagoe, Mathuray reads the complex racial, sexual and nationalist politics of  oyinka’s 1965 novel anew and argues that it is “both paradigmatic and distinctive from [ … ] other early African modernist novels” such as Yambo Ouologuem’s Bound to Violence (1968), Bessie Head’s A Question of Power (1974) and Ama Ata Aidooo’s Our Sister Killjoy (1977). He shows how, in The Interpreters, Soyinka “shares their use of homosexual characters to represent, test and explore the limits and boundaries of the African intellectuals’ conflicted relationship to African tradition and European liberal values of equality, tolerance and individual autonomy”. Where Soyinka’s novel is distinctive, Mathuray argues, is in its “sustained engagement” with the use of the homosexual character as a “aesthetic-political strategy” and its “attempt to offer an ethical critique of homophobia” at a time when “so many contemporary African nation states seem to reach a political-ethical impasses when it comes to dealing with same-sex desire and relationships”.
Rather different ethical concerns in the reading of postcolonial texts are raised by Simona Bertacco in her close reading of selected diaspora texts of Afro-Caribbean-Canadian writers, Marlene NoubeSe Phillip and Dionne Brand. Using current trauma theory and Black Atlantic methodologies (and clearly influenced by Toni Morrison’s well-known concept of “speaking the unspeakable”), Bertacco’s close reading foregrounds the formal experimentation of these writers and the role of virtuosity in their work, in Dominick LaCapra’s sense of both “acting out” but also and “working through” trauma and its legacy (2001, 45–47). She argues that such formal experimentation is not merely a post-modern stylistic choice but a deeply grounded and “recurring feature” of the “artistic response” to the traumatic legacies of the African diaspora. Robert Young in his recent interview in the Journal of Postcolonial Writing speaks of his interest in “breaking down the divisions between what is called the creative and the non-creative; and, particularly with respect to criticism, trying to avoid the way that critical writers often seem to lack interest in their own writing as writing” and observes “I often feel that literary criticism so misses […] what you might call the aesthetic element of the material” (Noske 2014, 610). In her close attention to her chosen texts’ aesthetic qualities, and also by writing with great fluidity and insight, Bertacco’s article is a clear exception.

While Bertacco’s selected texts are seen to perform a “testimonial function”, in their “celebration of the diverse forms of survival and of the public role of art”, Sarah Ilott identifies Raj Kamal Jha’s novel Fireproof (2007) as “a tentative memorial for the dead” who were silenced in the “communal violence between Hindus and Muslims” in Gujarat in 2002. Her considered choice of “neutral language” in her initial outline of these events deliberately replicates reports that aim “to obfuscate political motivation and culpability” and also establishes a contrast with the “striking” use of a magic-realist style in Jha’s novel. Developing Kristeva’s notion of abjection, Ilott’s careful reading of the novel shows how “When the process of othering is directed internally rather than externally, and challenges national/political boundaries, a state of national abjection occurs”. Moreover, Jha’s magical-realist “modes of vocalizing the dead suggest a new means of articulating subaltern subjects” and thus offer “a new way into thinking through the elision that Spivak postulates between subalternity and silence”. 
Paul Giffard-Foret’s article also looks closely at the use of magical realist strategies, in a range of contemporary Southeast Asian Australian women’s fiction by Malaysian Australian Beth Yahp, Vietnamese Australian Hoa Pham and Singaporean Australian Lau Siew Mei “as an example of the global, enduring relevance of magical realism” but one which constitutes a curious critical lacuna in studies of global magical realist writings to date. Giffard-Foret shows how their fiction is very much part of an Australian literary tradition alongside writers such as Patrick White, Peter Carey, Mudrooroo and rural writers such as Glanda Guest and Tim Winton, all of whom make use of magical elements in their fiction. However, he argues their fiction goes further in its eclecticism and plasticity, flexibly appropriating and challenging “neighbouring genres” such as  “historical fantasy [ … ], surrealism [ … ], hyperrealism [ … ] and even grotesque realism” in its fictional “re-visitings” of various Southeast Asian locales – the Malay peninsula as British colony in Beth Yahp’s The Crocodile Fury (1992), French colonial Vietnam and the puppet regime of Emperor Bai Dai in Hoa Pham’s Vixen (2000) and a hyperreal Singapore city in Siew Mei’s Playing Madame Mao (2000) – in order to explore a complex and doubly problematized (as minority ethnic writers) “ postcolonial aesthetics of home”.

The title of Alessandro Marino’s article – “‘Where is the time to sleep?’ Orientalism and citizenship in Mahasweta Devi’s writing” – quotes Devi’s urgent call for “acts of writing [ ... ] to challenge inequality and exploitation”. Rather than deploying magical-realist or metaphorical modes, Devi’s “accuracy in reconstructing stories of subaltern oppression creates a form of realism that sustains the transformation of her characters into icons of class and gendered exploitation”. Though, like Jha in Fireproof, Devi exposes the violent consequences of colonialism and its aftermath in contemporary India, Marino focuses on how “Devi’s literature and activism are connected, in a triangular relation, to the field of law”, drawing on work by Said, Spivak and Piyel Haldar to show how legal discourses and discriminatory laws such as the Criminal Tribes Act continue to support the marginalization, oppression and persecution of tribal peoples such as the Adivasis. 
Colonial discourses in India are also the subject of Clare Midgley’s review essay which addresses Pramod K. Nayar’s five-volume collection of primary sources Women in Colonial India: Historical Documents and Sources (2013). Nayar provides an invaluable range of resources about British colonial engagement with questions concerning the social, cultural and legal positions of Indian women, which Midgley finds to be “absolutely crucial to understanding the dynamics of the relationships between colonizers and colonized in the history of colonial India”. However, since the documents selected exclude any writings by Indian women – they “are all English-language sources produced almost exclusively by British authors, and published in either Britain or India” – Midgley points to other works which can usefully be read alongside this one in order to gain an insight into the discourses of Indian women in colonial India. 
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