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Rights, Routes, and Refugees: The Fiction of

Caryl Phillips

Stephen Clingman

Abstract, This article explores the increasingly significant question of the
relationship between fiction and human rights. From one perspective, the
question has settled around issues of genre and form. In particular, Joseph
Slaughter has argued that the Bildungsroman is the fictional correlative of
human rights discourse, insofar as both figure the incorporation of formerly
marginalized figures into the full recognition of personhood by existing soci-
ety or the state. While Slaughter allows some variation in the form the Bil-
dungsroman takes, this article questions the circularity of such a discussion.
Specifically, there is the question of what other forms of narrative might tell
us about the nature of human rights, not least when the relevant arena is not
the state, or else is the state in a highly ambiguous form. The key figure here
is the refugee, whose tale of demarginalization is not always one of incorpo-
ration. Hannah Arendt and Giorgio Agamben both focus on the refugee, and
Agamben develops the notion of the “camp” as the modern nomos of the
planet, but this article proposes a different concept as foundational, the route
as the via rupta, the broken road of the refugee. Such a broken road, figuring a
broken narrative, marks the inner form of the fiction of Caryl Phillips, whose
constellated and dispersed writings in the uncanny spaces of the contempo-
rary world both de- and reconstruct notions of home, personhood, asylum,
location, relation, and self. In so doing they problematize the concept of
human rights as a project whose meaning has not yet come into view.

Keywords, human rights, fic-
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Civil rights apply to the citizen; human rights to everyone irrespective of location or
citizenship. Such a formulation, self-evident at face value, has come into question
from a number of directions since the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was
adopted in the wake of the World War II. Partly this is because of the fallibilities of
human rights law, which is unable to apply those rights to “everyone,” notwith-
standing the ideal of doing so. Partly it is because of the complex relationship of the
rights of the citizen and “everyone,” in which the rights of the former are all-too-fre-
quently formulated at the expense of many of the latter. Even within the bounds of
the nation-state, the rights of the citizen are seldom coterminous with any notion of
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human rights insofar as these might be construed in any perfect or ideal form — and
sometimes even when they are construed as much less than that. In other words,
not only is it the case that not “everyone” is a citizen, but also that not all citizens
are “everyone” under any formulation of human rights.

In this setting yet further questions arise concerning the relationship between lit-
erature and human rights. What is the role of literature in this regard? Can it illumi-
nate questions of human rights? Is it secretly in league with some of the complicities
of human rights discourse? What might it offer in the great debates around location,
migration, refuge and representation when it comes to matters of rights and writing?
These are some of the concerns I want to address by way of considering the work of
Caryl Phillips. In doing so, I want not only to explore some of the characteristic fea-
tures of his writing in relation to these questions but also to see whether it — and liter-
ature like it — offers something distinctive in our mappings of the territory. Are there
forms of insight literature can offer which are not supplementary or derivative in rela-
tion to the discourse of human rights but are primary and essential in their own way?

Probably the most substantial analysis of the relationship between human
rights and literature in the last decade has come from Joseph Slaughter in his
Human Rights, Inc: The World Novel, Narrative Form, and International Law.
Conjoining different disciplines, Slaughter argues an intricate and sustained double
case — that human rights discourse and literature, in the specific genre of the Bil-
dungsroman, are one another’s mirror forms. The reasons why this is so cover quite
a spectrum. On a very simple level, both human rights law and the Bildungsro-
man — the archetypal form in which the subject comes into possession of his
(usually his) place in the world — are concerned with the fulfillment and what
Slaughter terms the “incorporation” of that subject in society. Both human rights
discourse and the Bildungsroman are founded on equivalent tautologies: in both,
a narrative is constructed in which the human subject might become what he
always was in principle — the destiny foretold in his constitution as a human
being, or as a character, personality, and sometimes narrator (in some novels
incorporation is marked by the implicit transition from character to narrator). In
this way, in both forms, the gap between natural law (what one is by the gift of
nature) and positive law (what one is through the laws of society) is closed, and
disjunction is replaced by coherence. So too the gap is closed between the human
being, in whatever guise one construes the term, and the “person” — the rights-
bearing unit constituted by the law.? Overall, the Bildungsroman is a narrative of
demarginalization, in which a character, formerly on the outskirts, is incorporated
at the center of society, allowed to come into his own as the fully developed person.
The subject (to some extent) becomes sovereign, the apprentice becomes master, as
registered in the very title of Goethe’s ideal instance of the Bildungsroman, Wil-
helm Meister’s Apprenticeship.?

As Hegel put it, approaching the question of incorporation from a different direc-
tion, the end of such apprenticeship “consists in this, that the subject sows his wild
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oats, builds himself with his wishes and opinions into harmony with subsisting rela-
tionships and their rationality, enters the concatenation of the world, and acquires
for himself an appropriate attitude to it.”* In this view there is an essential complic-
ity in the Bildungsroman which might make it not the inner form of “human rights”
but its opposite, or at the very least its postponement because its demarginalization
of the chosen few reproduces rather than alters the world, and leaves many others
excluded. Slaughter does not cite Hegel’s formulation directly, but he is aware of
this aspect. As he observes, the normative rights-holding citizen presumed by both
human rights discourse and the Bildungsroman has historically been “white, prop-
ertied, and male.” And of course any reading inflected by Edward Said’s Culture
and Imperialism, attentive to the historic synchrony of the Bildungsroman in its
classic phase and the colonial era, would make such a point quite clear.® Yet there
is nuance in Slaughter’s approach, for he propounds another form of doubleness
here. The Bildungsroman is not merely the form of achieved rights for those who, in
a sense already have them, but naturalized as it is, it can represent the rights
others might claim based on their current application. So, women, excluded from
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen after the French Revolution,
could base their own claim to rights on the principles it formulated only selectively.
And so too might colonial or postcolonial subjects. To adapt Slaughter’s terms,
human rights law and the Bildungsroman are “promise” as well as “premise,”
“teleology” as well as “tautology,” able to invoke the horizon of rights unfulfilled yet
limned by the present.” Accordingly, we can have the postcolonial Bildungsroman
or the “dissensual Bildungsroman” which can interrupt, undermine, or formulate
the metacritique of the form itself, and of the human rights to which not all have
been admitted. It is in this light that Slaughter develops analyses of novels ranging
from Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost to Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions.
It is no disrespect to Slaughter’s original and wide-ranging work to suggest that
it might entail difficulties or conceptual horizons of its own. One is a logical prob-
lem: to suggest that the Bildungsroman (in whatever variation) invokes the inner
narrative of human rights does not in principle mean that human rights discourse
invariably invokes the Bildungsroman, even in literary terms. Might there not be
other forms which correspond or respond to it — or some Bildungsromane which fail
to? There is a problem of circular definition here, and that in turn makes one won-
der just how elastic the form can be without breaking — whether the later versions
of the Bildungsroman Slaughter analyses are in principle part of the same form
charted by Goethe. There is also a problem of expectation: if the narrative of the Bil-
dungsroman always tells the story (in whatever complication) of human rights,
then its meaning is foretold, and we may not be alert to other things it might tell us,
even about human rights. More to the point, as just suggested, what of novels that
do not fit the Bildungsroman model? Might they not say something different about
human rights, or offer an even more radical critique of its premises? Finally, there
is an issue which has more to do with legal and political theory than literature,
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though it has implications for the latter. For there is in Slaughter’s account an
implicit assumption that the plot of human rights is enacted within the domain of
the state. If the human rights story is one of incorporation, then it is incorporation
into a society which recognizes (certain) human subjects: the state is the horizon of
their recognition. But what of the state founded on the exclusion of some, for whom
incorporation is not an option, at least not in their lifetimes? What is their narrative
of human rights? And what literary forms might correspond to such a story, or allow
us to see a story not foretold in the existing human rights script?

There are intimations of this even in the classic Bildungsroman era, in some of
its most familiar texts. For instance, in Great Expectations it is true that Pip even-
tually comes into his own, morally if not socially or economically; his is a story of
demarginalization in which he must endure exile to earn his place at the center as
the ultimate narrator of his own story.® Yet where does his “place” come from? It
comes initially from the money provided by Magwitch, the outlaw convict held in
what Giorgio Agamben might well call the “camp” of exclusion, the prison, and sub-
sequently transported to Australia, from which he returns to die.® His exclusion is
not the counterpart to Pip’s inclusion but arguably its very precondition, later sub-
sumed into other folds of the plot.'® This is not a linear story of incorporation, pro-
gressive in its implications; rather, its form and its implications may be more
radical than that. Or take its female equivalent, Jane Eyre.'’ Certainly Jane
becomes “incorporated,” but if she ends on a level footing with Rochester (“Reader, I
married him”), this is mainly through a family inheritance that comes to her
through complex circulations (also involving exile of various kinds). More to the
point, think of her competitor in the novel, the madwoman in the attic, Bertha
Mason. It is only through her literal evisceration that Jane’s incorporation can
occur. This is not merely a matter of opposition between them. Sandra Gilbert and
Susan Gubar have noted how Bertha is Jane’s “truest and darkest double”;'? and
she is physically dark as well. Here, the question of rights is not so much one of pro-
gressive revelation, but of concealment and haunting. One can read the form not
only in positive or positivist terms, but symptomatically: the ghost of confinement
and exclusion, “the madwoman in the attic,” is the shadowed double of Jane’s recog-
nition and inclusion. This is a version of the uncanny, what Sigmund Freud sug-
gested was the secret history of the home (something made quite literal in the
novel); and because of what that home implies in Jane Eyre (the Caribbean/Eng-
land), it is also a secret history of the state or nation.'® We are faced with a question
not of the distinction between inside and outside in relation to the state but of their
mutual constitution.

And then, there are forms invoking other experiences entirely. It is intriguing
that while Slaughter addresses the work of Hannah Arendt, he does not fully
address the figure whom her consideration of the problem places front and center:
the refugee. It is in thinking of such figures that we get closer to the fiction of Phil-
lips. For these issues regarding Slaughter’s argument are less important than the
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question around which they revolve: that there are hollows within the national as
within the transnational which discourses of rights have trouble recognizing or
reaching. In some respects, on the contrary, such discourses may be responsible for
helping both to construct and conceal those hollows, their cavernous spaces and dis-
placements. These hollows are the uncanny of the national as they are of the trans-
national, the haunting spaces of the unresolved, unincorporated. It is those spaces
that Phillips’s writing inhabits.

INSIDE AND OUTSIDE: ROOTS, ROUTES, AND RIGHTS

In order to get closer to Phillips’s fiction, however, we need to draw on, and also dif-
ferentiate it from, other models of rights, inclusion and exclusion. This may help us
understand more clearly its distinctive meditation and contribution.

Arendt, who knew at first hand the predicament of the refugee, notably put the
matter this way:

If a human being loses his political status, he should, according to
the implications of the inborn and inalienable rights of man, come
under exactly the situation for which the declarations of such gen-
eral rights provided. Actually, the opposite is the case. It seems that
a man who is nothing but a man has lost the very qualities which

make it possible for other people to treat him as a fellow-man.*

Beyond the anguish to which she was referring — an anguish emerging at least in
part from her own experience — it is evident that for Arendt the human being who
goes unrecognized by the state is entirely abandoned. From that outside, no matter
where the individual is physically located, there is no approach to the inside, no
demarginalization, no prospect at all of incorporation. As Jacques Ranciere
observes, in such a model there is either tautology (those who have rights have
rights), or there is the void: there is nothing in-between.'® In a significant supple-
ment to such a perspective, Linda Kerber has shown how the terms “stateless” and
“refugee” are not coterminous, because not all refugees are stateless, and not all
stateless people are refugees. As she indicates, statelessness has applied to diverse
categories of people at different times, ranging from the USA’s “oxymoronic found-
ing as a republic of slavery,” to Native Americans, women subject to asymmetrical
citizenship laws, certain children, and the long-term detainees at Guantanamo
Bay.!® Beyond registering the calamity of the refugee in Arendt’s terms, such
an account serves to suggest how intricate and varied the experience of stateless-
ness — and rightlessness — might be in the realms of the unincorporated; something
of tremendous resonance for Phillips’s fiction.

In its most extreme form, to be in the void is to have no narrative, no story
because in the void there can be no prospect of transition. This was the condition of
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what Arendt called elsewhere “nothing but human beings” — the equivalent of what
Agamben later termed “bare” or “naked life.”!” Agamben’s approach, however,
shows some tension, if not contradiction. On the one hand, in Homo Sacer there is
his depiction of unremitting totality in the nature of the sovereign state, of the
“camp” which defines its locus of both inclusion and exclusion, and of the homo
sacer, the bearer of bare life who can be killed without being sacrificed. For Agam-
ben, the state of exception — the state of emergency beyond the normal rules of soci-
ety which, in the last resort, defines the nature of sovereignty and underwrites the
so-called normal rules themselves — is not extraneous to the state but foundational.
Therefore the camp of confinement and exclusion which defines its power is not
extrinsic to the state but intrinsic; therefore the homo sacer is not outside the walls
of the state but deeply embedded within its regime. It is the severe geometry of this
unremitting totality that leads Agamben to declare that, in effect, the state and the
camp are now everywhere as “the new biopolitical nomos of the planet.”'® Else-
where, however, in an essay written before Homo Sacer, Agamben found some para-
doxical promise in the figure we might think of as the locus classicus of bare life —
none other than Arendt’s refugee. This is because, far from simply underwriting

3

the sovereignty of the state, the displaced refugee “unhinges the old trinity of
state—nation—territory.”*? In this account the refugee offers a new version of extra-
territoriality which in effect alters the topology of both state and planet. Here, look-
ing into the mirror of the refugee, the citizen might find another form of self-
definition, the “being-in-exodus of the citizen,” allowing him or her to understand at
some essential level “the refugee that he or she is.”?° The refugee is the opening in
the walls of the state, both of its inside and outside.

The refugee as the ultimate subject of the state and its prophet of redemption:
these are heady matters to be sure. In the one version again no narrative is possible,
because the story is both void and closed; in the other it might be, in some precise
sense, a romance with redemptive implications. In effect, in Agamben’s geometry
there is a flattening out, of both state and refugee, and of their respective possible
trajectories. Here it seems appropriate to wonder how the fiction of theory (its inner
narrative imaginaries) and the theory of fiction (what it might allow us to see theo-
retically) measure up, and whether there might be something new in the latter. In
that perspective, I want to introduce two further concepts (both well-known, but
used here in a certain light) which relate directly to the fiction of Phillips, and which
go beyond any simple antinomy of inside/outside or logic of incorporation that
resolves them. The first is that of “roots” — the notion of placement, belonging, loca-
tion, or, in legal terms, citizenship. Usually we think of roots as conferring rights,
yet various colonial histories, not to mention the gendered history of virtually every
state, would show us the fallacy of any such automatic supposition. The second con-
cept is that of “routes” — the trajectory of movement, migration, navigation, the
characteristic kind of mapping in a novel by Phillips. Such a mapping has been
given its most positive orientation in Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic, which sees
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the oceanic space he describes as one of “an infinite process of identity construction,”
an area of “transnational black Atlantic creativity.”?! It is true that routes can allow
for all kinds of creative morphology in this sense, even when not facilitated by pass-
ports, visas, and the like. But most migrations are complex and double-sided, mat-
ters of loss and rupture as much as creativity. Here we get closer to a different
aspect of “routes,” suggested, as I have shown elsewhere, by the very etymology of
the word, which derives from the Latin via rupta — the broken road or broken
way.?? This is more like the version of “routes” Phillips investigates, just as his
notion of “roots” is similarly complicated. These are the territories of his fiction: the
territory of broken roots and broken roads. What might that territory have to say
on the question of rights?

In this regard, I would suggest that the proposition about Phillips’s fiction
becomes both clear and complex, both straightforward and something that exists in
the interrogative mood, because his novels adopt exploratory rather than definitive
methods, and may be all the more profound for that. His work takes its place in the
spaces between citizenship and migrancy; between civil and human rights; between
roots and routes; between natural and positive law; between the refugee, the camp,
statelessness and the state; between all these spaces together. This has formal
implications for his fiction, just as his forms have implications regarding its spaces.
These are the spaces of his narratives, and they have a bearing on any question of
rights.

Slaughter, in his exposition of the Bildungsroman, makes the case that the term
“plot” has a double meaning: both the development of a narrative, and the idea of a
conspiracy. Thus, the Bildungsroman reconciles a potential plot against the order
of society through its plot of incorporation.?® There is, however, a third meaning of
the word: a place, or a space. This is the “plot” of Phillips’s work, the between-spaces
where his characters move and relate, the total chronotope or ecology of their envi-
ronment. We also know the word as the place where the bodies are buried, and in
some uncanny cases, are ghosted or resurrected in a kind of counterlife. In this
respect, whereas Agamben claims the “camp” as the modern biopolitical nomos of
the planet, this discussion suggests an alternative or supplement: that a major fea-
ture of the modern, if not its underlying paradigm, is the dissonant space between
“roots” and “routes,” the space of the via rupta, the broken road.

SPACES BETWEEN: CARYL PHILLIPS

In considering Phillips’s work, I want to begin with autobiography, proceed to some
of his fiction, and end with biography. The auto/biographical forms will allow us to
test out certain principles regarding life-writing, narration, incorporation, and dis-
placement, while the fiction will flesh out other dimensions.

Though there are personal aspects in much of Phillips’s non-fiction, the closest
he has come to writing autobiography per se is a brief essay entitled “A Life in Ten
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Chapters,” later republished in Color Me English (2011).2* Yet if autobiography is
the Bildungsroman in non-fictional form — the self telling the story of itself to the
point where it becomes the teller of the story, incorporated as character/narrator in
and of the world around him — then Phillips’s account displaces some of those
expectations. For one thing, it is written as a form of autrebiography — a story that
mixes a third-person account with free indirect style so that the “he” whose life is
narrated is not clearly identical with the “I” who (implicitly) narrates it, subject and
object overlaid yet also fragmented.?® Equally, each chapter consists of a single par-
agraph describing various stepped moments in the “life” of its protagonist, from age
five to 28. In such a form, the negative space in the story — its gaps in time — may
become as significant as the positive — the moments of which we read. One might
say that “life” occurs in the gaps as much as the recollected nodes. Yet what happens
in those nodes is scarcely positive or in any simple sense progressive, even though
the essay gives an account of the development of a writer. In this regard literature
itself is strangely doubled. Here is the young “he” at five whose class at school is
being read to out of “Little Black Sambo.” Here is the “he” at ten reading John
Howard Griffin’s Black Like Me, terrified in his father’s double-bed while the latter
is out on night shift. Here he is at nine handing a story he has written to his father,
which his father hands back in incomprehension: rather than narrative closing any
circles “a gap begins to open up between the two of them.”?® Here is the “he” — now
writer, now author — at 28 with his grandmother in St Kitts. He discovers that
because she never had any schooling she cannot read the two books he has written
and sent her, and he feels ashamed. Again, the circle opens and breaks rather than
closes, and there are caverns within it: his grandmother, in some distant sense
“author” of his life, is a character escaping him in his capacity as “author.” Her sta-
tus as a source of his writing and therefore an ideal reader for whom it would be
intended is similarly voided. The achievement of the writer is to undermine the
assumptions of his own achievement; his end is not the fulfillment of his beginning
but its shadowing, its fracture. What Phillips’s fiction may remember is this gap
rather than closure between him and his characters; their other lives shaded and
untold in negative space, just like his own, perhaps even the price of his story.
Slaughter has room for Bildungsromane that undercut themselves, or even
undercut the tradition of which they appear to be a part; but one formal question
here is whether Phillips’s version is, in fact, a Bildungsroman — or whether that
label becomes less important than the narrative structure it purports to describe
and possibly limits in its reading of human rights discourse. Here it is useful to
turn to Phillips’s fiction. So, in his sixth novel, The Nature of Blood (1997), Eva is a
character whose life has become the very epitome of the via rupta, whether consid-
ered as a matter of roots, routes, citizenship or her refugee status.?’ In Germany in
the 1930s she and her family lost their citizenship rights in exactly the way
highlighted by both Arendt and Agamben — as preface to, or the very measure of,
becoming non-persons. When we meet her as a holocaust survivor she is out of the
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camp, but in a way that Agamben might recognize, still in it. Both parents and sis-
ter are lost, she has no place in the world, she is the archetypal “displaced person”
of immediate post-war terminology. But just as her life is broken, displaced, so too
is her narrative: it is one measure of the trauma she is still living that past and pres-
ent exist coterminously in her mind, that subconscious and conscious reality — in
the form of dreams, nightmares, the situation she faces — are at some level indistin-
guishable. She becomes an unreliable narrator of her own life in a form that goes
beyond technique to something that for her has become ontological: this is the
nature of her existence, the nature of the world as she knows it. Even when she
finds a form of refuge in England, pursuing the soldier Jerry who has befriended
her, it is of a fundamentally doubled kind. She ends in an asylum for the mentally
ill, but the very word “asylum” is doubled, the place of safety also a place for the
mentally ill, a place of surveillance. She ends by committing suicide — or at least we
think she does, because there are aspects of this that are unknowable. In what form
then could we understand her story as one of incorporation? And if we cannot —
because it is clear we cannot — how might we understand the question of her
“rights”? Under what regime of rights could Eva be understood? What could possi-
bly put to “rights” what she has been through?

The Nature of Blood consists of a number of narratives set at different points in
space and time, and told in various voicings and modulations. One of them is Oth-
ello’s, the Shakespearean story retold in the first-person by a figure Phillips once
approached provocatively as “A Black European Success.””® How are we to read
him in this novel — a potentate who is simultaneously abject in relation to the
empire he serves, a character who is both a general and a refugee, a figure both at
the center and at the margins? His narrative is for the most part a private one,
unrevealed in the public sphere of Venice, where his characteristic resort is to
silence on matters of his own history, and where the very language of that space,
which he takes on as alien counterpart to the robes he wears, displaces him. What
kind of Bildung could this be, belied not only by but in the very nature of Othello’s
“incorporation”? What too of the Jewish inhabitants of Portobuffole, near Venice,
whose 15th-century story is told in one of the novel’s other narratives? Here a
blood-libel frenzy ends in a number of their community being burned at the stake;
here their narrative is rendered in the deeply compromised chronicle of the state for
whom they become homines sacri — killed without being sacrificed. What of Malka,
in yet another of the novel’s narratives, an Ethiopian Jewish woman rescued and
taken to Israel in the 1980s? Her incorporation (James Shapiro points out that her
name means “Queen”: the irony is clear)?® is simultaneously a form of exclusion on
the grounds of race coded as African rather than Jewish; yet again, asylum is dou-
bled. All these, to put it bluntly, are not stories of demarginalization, the approach
from outside to inside, or of safety from a threatening inside in an extraterritorial
space. Rather, in each case, margin and center are deeply implicated in one another,
asymmetric perhaps, though non-differential. Yet this cannot mean that the
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question of rights has been utterly suspended. It may, however, have been reformu-
lated in some way.

If we do not see the Bildungsroman in any of the individual stories in The
Nature of the Blood, so too the overall structure of the novel interrupts — if not out-
right disrupts — the Bildungsroman form. For who, in essence, is its subject? We
have the different stories across time and space — Eva, Othello, the Portobuffole
community, Malka, as well as Eva’s uncle Stephan — but whose identity is at the
heart of this? Which society or state would be the proper “container” of any story of
incorporation? I have suggested elsewhere that the novel’s version of identity fol-
lows a metonymic chain, from German/Jew (Eva), to Jewish/Venetian (the Portobuf-
fole community), to Venetian/African (Othello), to African/Jew (Malka), a sequence
that suggests shift and transition, fracture as well as continuity.?® However one
approaches this, it is clear that any notion of incorporation would have to be multi-
directional (to adapt Michael Rothberg’s term) and multifaceted.?' The question of
“rights” in such a context, in other words, would have to confront the deep chrono-
tope which the novel suggests, articulated and asymmetrical, the constellated his-
tory of which we are still a part. Nor is or can there be any romance of the refugee
here, the character-in-exodus who might be “our” reflection. For the price of such a
story is clear, and its asymmetry with that of “our own” — whoever we are, reading
the novel — fairly clear. We may be part of that history, perhaps part of its meto-
nymic chain or dispersed alignments, but not in the likeness of any redemptive mir-
ror image. Part of the function of such writing is to displace the reader from a
tautological or merely confirmatory version of the incorporative nature of any story
of “rights.” This applies not only to the experience of specific characters but to the
very form in which the question of rights might be posed.

In this regard, Phillips’s A Distant Shore (2003), which followed after The
Nature of Blood, further tests out notions of citizen and refugee, inside and outside,
roots and routes.®? The refugee story is that of Solomon, once known as Gabriel, one
of the two main characters in the novel. In his former life in Africa, Gabriel/Solomon
was both a member of a minority community and a liberation fighter with a compli-
cated history involving complicity, desperate betrayal, and unusual loyalty in his
story of survival. Fleeing for his life, along with other migrants he crosses the Medi-
terranean to France, where the danger is that of the internment camp as preface to
expulsion. And so there is another migration, across the channel to England, where
he finds himself in prison on a trumped-up rape charge. All this occasions further
flight, and his name change to Solomon, leading to his life as a caretaker on a hous-
ing estate in the north, until he is finally murdered, his body dumped in a canal. A
brief summary such as this cannot encompass the complexity of his story, but even
here we can see key tensions if not contradictions. On one level Gabriel/Solomon’s
narrative is one of demarginalization: it is literally a progression from outside to
inside, ostensibly from danger to safety. Yet for the refugee demarginalization is by
no means a story of fulfillment, whether of self or rights. Rather it is one of shifting



Downloaded by [174.63.120.22] at 11:34 16 December 2015

CLINGMAN e CLINGMAN THE FICTION OF CARYL PHILLIPS

and further displacement, and of course for Gabriel/Solomon it ends in death. Nor is
the form of his narrative one of fulfillment. Rather, across the chronotope of Africa,
France and England his narrative is both split (in accordance with the split in his
name) and silent, because it is untold in any public sphere. Phillips tells his story in
multiple modes, alternating first and third person, present tense and past, in varied
combinations. Right towards the end of the novel, and sometime after Gabriel/Solo-
mon is dead, his narrative re-emerges in the present tense only to announce, “If I do
not share my story, then I have only this one year to my life. I am a one-year-old
man who walks with heavy steps. I am a man burdened with hidden history.”>?
Chronology, sequence, identity, narrative, margin and center are disrupted. Where
would we begin to assess Gabriel/Solomon’s story of rights?

The citizen in the novel is Dorothy, a woman who has recently moved to the
estate where Solomon is caretaker, and with whom she develops a glancing rela-
tionship. As citizen, presumably, she is already rooted at the “center” in national
terms, her story a public one of rights already foretold. But here again center and
margin, roots and routes, concealment and revelation are hopelessly entangled, for
Dorothy’s story is hardly one of centering or fulfillment, however we choose to inter-
pret those terms. As citizen of the state she is to some extent complicit with it, the
daughter of a racist father who will incidentally repeat some racist gestures in rela-
tion to Gypsies (the term is hers as well as her culture’s). On top of that she has
many self-destructive and personal failings, especially in her relationships. Yet as a
woman on her own, with few familial or other human resources to call on, she is her-
self marginalized, her destructiveness its effect as well as cause. In a variation of
Eva’s and Gabriel/Solomon’s narratives her own is also complicated: as a sign of her
dislocation — one might say her internal exile — it is disjunctive, unreliable (duplici-
tous even), unanchored in sequence or time or in the relation between conscious and
subconscious levels of her mind. She too will end in an asylum — a repeated motifin
Phillips’s fiction — refusing to tell her story to anyone around her, so that it does not
enter the public sphere or any other sphere of validation.

The obvious point here might be that, displaced or not, Dorothy does have rights,
rights not shared in the same way by Gabriel/Solomon, and that is true. However,
once again the deeper question regarding the novel might be: who is the subject of
its account? It is a twinned narrative, that of both Dorothy and Gabriel/Solomon,
and to that extent the question of rights needs to apply to them both as characters
who occupy the same, and yet very different, space. On some level Dorothy and
Gabriel/Solomon would like nothing better than to share their stories with one
another in a form of connection denied to them anywhere else. In this sense, citizen
and refugee might find each other in their mutual mirroring, where the “being-in-
exodus of the citizen” might contemplate “the refugee that he or she is.” In principle
this could be an extraterritorial space allowing a new form of “rights” to emerge,
what Agamben calls “beyond human rights.”®* But the truth is, Dorothy and
Gabriel/Solomon do not come to share one another’s stories, and neither of their
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stories is public in any form. The novel opens with the words “England has
changed,” and if in this regard the ultimate setting of the novel’s story is the state —
the state which, in Slaughter’s formulation is the proper location for rights — then
here the state is hollowed out from within as any space in which rights could be for-
mulated. This is not Benedict Anderson’s nation as “imagined community,” in other
words, but something much more ominous, fractured and shadowed.?® The story of
Dorothy and Gabriel/Solomon exists in both the national and transnational
uncanny; it is the unbidden narrative which cannot yet be resolved and yet would
have to be resolved for any story of “rights” to begin to make sense. This is a novel
radical in its explorations and implicit propositions, therefore. There is a theory in
the fiction to challenge any account that might attempt to incorporate its narrative
as usable in any simple or straightforward terms. It is a story of rights as taking
place along the via rupta — the broken road where roots and routes contemplate
one another without resolution. This is the distinctive contribution of Phillips’s fic-
tion if we see it through the lens of the question of rights, and it is a contribution
made precisely through the novel’s operations and modalities as fiction.

Scenarios and structures such as this have been consistent in Phillips’s writing
virtually from the start. We can see them — and hear them — in the voice of an Afri-
can father who sold his children into slavery in Crossing the River (1993), and in
the lives of his descendants in disparate places and times ranging from the 19th
century to World War I1.3¢ We can see them in Cambridge (1991) in the stories of a
woman sent out from the center to the margins on her father’s slave plantation in
the West Indies, and of the man she glancingly encounters there, a man named Olu-
mide, then Thomas, then David Henderson, until he is finally executed as Cam-
bridge, his own articulate narrative of his complex life on three continents as both
free man and slave hidden and mangled forever by the brief official chronicle of his
death. We can see it in a non-fictional work entitled “Northern Lights” (2007), which
tells of David Oluwale, a stowaway immigrant in Phillips’s home city of Leeds, even-
tually killed by the police and dumped in the canal like Gabriel/Solomon. It may not
do to harp too much on the Bildungsroman, but it is clear that in dispersed stories
of this kind it is not the Bildungsroman Phillips is writing. And yet the question of
rights hovers in the air, deeply troubled by the narratives he tells.

We find analogues and variations of this concern in Phillips’s more recent novels
as well. So, In The Falling Snow (2009) is primarily concerned with post-immigrant
generations in contemporary Britain.?” Its central character, Keith Gordon, is the
urban figure with certain standard urban problems: a failed marriage; trouble at
work; a feeling of semi-belonging, semi-alienation, all compounded in his second-
generation West Indian/British experience. One of his major concerns is his son,
Laurie, who faces questions of assimilation and recognition of his own: gangs, a girl-
friend whom Laurie impregnates, the danger of dropping out at school. There is also
Keith’s father, Earl, living up north in squalid circumstances after a life of margin-
alization and mental illness, and now facing — though he does not know it — death.
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In the last fifty pages of the novel Earl is given his own monologue, spoken to Keith,
and it is a tremendous emergence from silence — the silence in which Keith himself
to some extent lives — regarding a life that might have been otherwise. It is true
that many migrants have made full and complex lives for themselves, in Britain as
elsewhere. But in Keith’s case, in his solitude, this represents something else. It is a
representation of the unspoken, the unknown, the unheard in individual, familial,
and national life, and it too exists as a kind of haunting. Among the many things
Earl says is the following: “I want to go home, Keith. I don’t mean to some stupid
English house. I mean home. Home, home.”®® Earl is the citizen who is also the
non-citizen; he is the refugee who is not a refugee; he is not stateless, but he has no
state; he is not an exile, yet like Dorothy, he is. Very likely, by “home” he means
returning to the West Indies, something he will never do, but his words resonate
more widely and profoundly. What is Earl’s place of belonging, his form of incorpo-
ration in the fractured realms of the national uncanny? What rights has he had in
his life? Does he have, even now, the right to be heard? Where exactly does his dig-
nity reside? Are his rights, like his life, an expression of the via rupta? Under what
description would we formulate the rights that Earl Gordon, as a human being,
ought to have?

Phillips’s most recent novel, The Lost Child (2015) subtends another version of
the question.?® The novel is the story of a mother, Monica, and her sons, Ben and
Tommy, and of the loss of Tommy, whose life and death at the hands of a predatory
father-figure become both revealed and concealed in the undulating folds of a famil-
ial as well as public narrative. Again there are familiar Phillips motifs: of the dis-
placed female, in the figure of Monica; of the asylum that is no place of
understanding or safety; of her lost and broken narrative that returns out of silence
after she herself has died. Underlying that, front and back and echoing through the
novel as well, are stories of lost children from another time. These are stories of the
dark boy Heathcliff from Wuthering Heights, and of Emily Bronté herself, another
lost child, a writer inventing her story, a writer invented by her story, a story that
has evolved out of her real and imaginative life, just as her life is now reimagined in
the novel. In the faceted mirrors of the narrative we have fiction emerging from fic-
tion, reality from the reality which prompts it across the centuries. At the back of
Phillips’s novel, haunting it, are stories of children lost rather than found in the
national home as well as its national literature. This is not incorporation, not the
Bildungsroman; it is the uncanny in and of the literary tradition itself, the unincor-
porated story still awaiting resolution, recognition.

WRITING, RIGHTING
Phillips’s essay, “Color Me English,” the title work in his volume of the same name,

is as much about autobiography as biography, yet it ends with a contemplation of
biography and the need for life-writing.*® Here the demands, almost the commands,
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of fiction and non-fiction cross over into one another. In the essay (first presented at
a conference in 2006 to mark 25 years of his work), Phillips reflects on the London
bombings of July 2005, carried out by four young Muslim men from Leeds, Phillips’s
home city. Hence, in Phillips’s hands, the autobiographical/biographical turn. He
tells the story of his own youth, and that of his brothers, the only black boys in their
school. Phillips himself had some route to acceptance, even if of a marginal kind,
through his athletic ability, but there was no such fortune for a young Pakistani
named Ali, new to the school, who was ruthlessly bullied and abused. Phillips
recalls how one day, returning from an obligatory cross-country run, some of the
white boys on the top floor of the bus had approached Ali and, in an act of methodi-
cal cruelty, thrown his schoolbooks, one by one, out of the window. The school itself
would provide no assistance or even understanding, something Ali knew even better
than Phillips. The essay is a meditation on the meaning of alienation, of complicity,
and — though Phillips does not use the term — of the broken route of the Pakistani
boy’s experience, the kind that, in the lives of others, might well lead to outrages
and disasters, as in the bombings of 2005.

One conclusion Phillips reaches, apart from the personal impact of the event, is
that these migrant stories need telling in a Europe in which they have become bru-
tally commonplace. As he puts it in his own definition of rights, literature is a space
“where everybody has the right to be understood, both the thirteen year old boy
whose books are thrown out of a bus window, and the boys who are throwing the
books.”! For Phillips, this is the lesson that great literature teaches us “as we sink
into character and plot and suspend our disbelief: for a moment, ‘they’ are ‘us,” and
this too defines his belief in the purpose of the writer in an otherwise fragmented
and fractious Europe. It is an index of his regard that he extends the right he out-
lines — “the right to be understood” — to the perpetrators in this equation as well as
the victims. More recently, looking back on the September 11th attacks of 2001 and

).42 There are issues

the Boston bombings of 2013, he insisted on the same principles
of morality involved here, of reciprocity and — possibly — redemption. Here the
right to be understood is both a right to tell and an obligation to hear. Here victim
and perpetrator might perhaps see in one another the “being-in-exodus of the cit-
izen” or “the refugee that he or she is.”

Slaughter has pointed out how a right to narration is deeply embedded in the
discourse of human rights as a right to representation and self-representation, the
fulfillment of one’s own character and plot. Yet, as he also suggests, the problems of
equality and social justice do not end with the question of narrativity: “indeed,
many problems may only begin when we consider ‘the question of narration’ in
human rights.”*® It may be, in the end, that fictive narration itself is the issue —
that far from the novel, in any particular shape or form, being the mirror to the dis-
course of human rights, there is a fundamental mismatch, what Slavoj Zizek would
call a form of parallax. This, however, does not mean they are unconnected; indeed,
it may be precisely through the mismatch that they are connected, “the opposed
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sides of a Moebius strip,” as Zizek aptly puts it.** In that respect, fiction of the kind
we find in Phillips’s writing tells those parts of the human rights story that stan-
dard human rights discourse, at least in its current incarnation, cannot grasp. The
novel in this sense presents not a mirror but an horizon after which human rights
as a problem and a project must reach; it is a target in that respect, a finish line
which we may approach if never quite attain.

Here I have tried to point out what some of the problems surrounding the rela-
tion between fiction and human rights are, and indeed how Phillips’s own fiction
makes them profoundly and productively problematic. There is no easy equation
between “writing” and “righting,” yet by the same token it is clear that fiction such
as Phillips’s does extraordinary work in understanding what might be involved for
such an equation to emerge. Here is his fiction in the spaces between citizen and ref-
ugee, between refuge and statelessness, between roots and routes, between inside
and outside, between camp and citadel, between the state and its national uncanny,
between the self and its history, between the self and others at various stopping
points along the broken road of rights. Here are those stopping points constellated
across various times and histories, histories that still encompass and resonate with
our own; here is narrative breaking inside itself as it registers stories both revealed
and unrevealed. Phillips’s space is not the narrative of rights but in a very precise
sense its preface: the stories that must be told until the truer nature of rights might
come into view in some context we cannot yet properly see.
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