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There has been aresurgence in allegorical writing in recent years, and
in my view the most interesting examples of it are coming out of post-
colonial cultures. Alongside this resurgence has come a renewal of critical
interest in the mode, much of it due to the increasing purchase of post-
structural codes of recognition in Western society — the valorisation
of textuality, irony, and the arbitrary in the theory of meaning, for ex-
ample, and the corresponding devaluation of expressive and formal
elements in art.’ This critical interest has in turn sparked a significant
revaluation of allegorical practice, so that the marked prejudice against
allegory® that was initiated in the Romantic period, that continued
through into New Criticism, and that still prevails in some areas even
now, has become sharply, even radically, reversed. Whereas critics of
the Romantic period understood allegory as a constrained and
mechanical mode of expression that was utterly determined by the
historical or textual matter which formed its external referent or
““pretext’’ > and thus saw it as a violation of ‘‘organic form’’, a con-
siderable body of post-structural theory now takes allegory to be the
ultimate trope for discourse itself, so that all writing is deemed to be
allegorical, and all reading allegorical misreading.* On the question
of whether the post-structural revaluation of allegory has actually pro-
duced a redefinition of the mode, critics disagree.” But despite this
renewal of interest in allegorical practice, significant discrepancies exist
between the various theories of allegory now in critical currency and
the kind of allegorical writing and reading that is currently being
practised in post-colonial cultures — which is perhaps not entirely sur-
prising given the fact that mainstream allegorical theory is based almost
exclusively on art and intellectual traditions of European and United
States provenance. This discrepancy has troubling implications for the
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theory of allegory, ones thatlie far beyond the terms of this paper. But
what I hope to show here is that in one area - the relation between
allegory and history — post-colonial allegorical writing not only
constitutes a challenge to prevailing theoretical assumptions about what
kind of cultural grounding is required for allegorical communication
to take place, but also, that it is helping to change our received ideas
of history.

Allegorical writing involves doubling or reduplicating extratextual
material;® and since the allegorical sign refers always to a previous or
anterior sign, it is by definition invested in what Paul de Man calls a
“rhetoric of temporality’’.” In other words, an awareness of the
passage of time is at the heart of allegory, and because of this, all
allegorical writing is thought to be inherently involved with questions
of history and tradition. A great deal of speculation goes on in allegorical
theory about the precise relation between allegory and history, but a
fairly common assumption seems to be that allegorical modes of readmg
and writing are concerned with redeeming or recuperating the past®
— either because the present pales in comparison with it, or because
the past has become in some ways unacceptable to the dominant ideology
of contemporary society (allegorising the scandalously pagan Homer,
for example, so that his great poems could be assimilated into the
Christian worldview). Some post-structuralist critics, however, have
reversed this assumption, reading allegorical expression as a willful act
of annihilating the past.® But whether allegory is enlisting tradition in
the service of historicism' or is exercising its own ‘‘will to power”’
against that tradition, the allegorical text is seen to be bound up with
the question of the authority of the past, locked in ‘‘dynastic rela-
tion”’" to it, and reduced to ‘‘mere contingency’’'* upon the historical
or literary ‘‘pretext’’ to which it refers.

In the context of post-colonial cultures, however, the problem of
history goes beyond the simple binary of either redeeming or annihilating
the past. One of the legacies of the colonial encounter is a notion of
history as ‘‘the few privileged monuments’’** of achievement, which
serves either to arrogate ‘ ‘history’” wholesale to the imperial centre or
to erase it from the colonial archive and produce, especially in New
World cultures, a condition of ‘‘historylessness’’, of ‘‘no visible
history’’."* Both notions are part of the imperial myth of history,
however, flip sides of the same coin,” for under this formulation
history ‘‘defines by what is central, not by what is peripheral’’; '* and
those not central to an assumed teleology of international advancement
become, in Eric Wolf’s use of the phrase, ‘‘people without history’’
From the post-colonial perspective, then, history as such becomes either
an “‘intollerable pile”’"” or a cultural absence, and post-colonial
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writing is full of strategies for transcending or going ‘‘beyond history”’.
Some post-colonial writers, such as Derek Walcott, for example, *‘refuse
to recognize’’ history and focus instead on the ‘‘simultaneity’’ of
myth.” Other writers, such as Rudy Wiebe, convert images of time
into images of place in order to permit the reader to ‘‘see through the
language of time’’."” Whatever the specific tactic, the common pursuit
is to proceed beyond a ‘‘determinist view of history’’® by revising,
reappropriating, or reinterpreting history as a concept, and in doing
so to articulate new ‘‘codes of recognition’’?! within which those acts
of resistance, those unrealised intentions, and those re-orderings of con-
sciousness that ‘‘history’’ has rendered silent or invisible can be
recognised as shaping forces in a culture’s tradition.

This general project of transforming our inherited notions of history
provides a framework for appreciating why so many allegories of the
colonial encounter and its consequences are being written within post-
colonial literatures. We know from the work of Michel Foucault, Hayden
White, and others that history is a mode of discourse that is culturally
motivated and ideologically conditioned; it is a mirror of contemporary
concerns and dominant, institutionalised practices. [t consists not of
things, but of words, and as Todorov points out, ‘‘language has always
been the companion of empire . . .”’* Since language mediates the
way in which we see the past and the traditions that inform the present,
we have to pay attention not only to historical content but also to the
“‘lenses of language’’® that bring it into focus; and the extent to which
we are able to see history aslanguage, as discourse, as a way of seeing,
or as a code of recognition is also the extent to which we are able to
destabilise history’s fixity, its giveness, and open it up to the transforma-
tive power of imaginative revision. Post-colonial criticism abounds in
statements of intent in this regard,* but it is quite another matter to
communicate this perception in a way that genuinely enables a ‘ ‘positive
imaginative reconstruction of reality’’.* Allegorical writing, and its
inherent investment in history, provides the post-colonial writer with
a means not only of presenting this proposition, but also of building
it into the structuring principle of the fictional work of art.

Notall allegories written in post-colonial cultures share this concern,
of course, but in those that do, received images of history are projected
into an implied level of meaning that runs in parallel to the literal level
of the text. A series of textual triggers signals this implies level of mean-
ing, resonating against the cultural context in which the text is located
so as to specify which historical events or processes are being allegorised.
AyiKwei Armah’s ‘An African Fable’, or specific episodes in Margaret
Laurence’s This Side_Jordan, for example, allegorically re-enact the rape
of the colonised by the coloniser. Kole Omotoso’s The Combat, George
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Lamming’s Water With Berries, V. S. Naipaul’s Guerrillas, Armah’s Why
Are WeSo Blest?, Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Devil on the Cross, John Hearne’s
The Sure Salvation, and Gabriel Okara’s The Vowe provide specific
allegorical doublings of cultural rupture and its political consequences,
all of which can be traced to the colonial encounter. Gwendolyn
MacEwen’s ‘‘Noman’’ stories allegorise aspects of the New World myth
of a country without mythology or memory, while David Foster’s
Moonlight allegorises ironically the pattern of New World capture,
appropriation, and settlement. And Randolph Stow’s Tourmaline, or
Kofi Awooner’s The Earth, My Brother . . ., allegorise the plural tradi-
tions and typology that inhere in post-colonialism’s cross-cultural en-
counter. These are just a few examples of what is a wide-spread post-
colonial practice, and on the thematic level these readings are not
especially remarkable, since many texts make the same points in dif-
ferent ways. But what is unique to the allegorical representation of such
details of colonial and post-colonial history, I think, is the fact that the
allegorical levels of meaning that open into history are bracketed off
by a literal level of fiction interpollated between the historical events
and the reader so as to displace the matter of history into a secondary
level of the text accessible only through the mediation of the primary
fictional level. This mode of representation foregrounds the fact that
fiction, or writing, mediates history; that both fiction and history are
discursive practices, subject to questions of authorship; and that history,
like fiction, requires an act of reading before it can have meaning. This
central positioning of the reader, this insistance on the reader’s “‘ac-
tive and self-conscious’’ participation, is enormously important in
allegory; and some critics go so far as to argue that the reader is ac-
tually the central character in the allegorical text.” The point for post-
colonial allegory is that historical material must be read, and read in
adjacency to a fictional re-enactment of it. Two separate ‘‘lenses of
language’’ require focusing; the reader’s gaze must be binocular; and
binocular vision enables depth perception. In post-colonial allegory,
the field of vision for this depth perception is our inherited concepts
of history itself.

In this way, post-colonial allegorical writing builds the provisional,
discursive nature of history into the structure and narrative mode of
the text so that it becomes approachable only in an act of reading that
foregrounds its secondary or conditional nature, its link to fictionality.
The specific effect varies according to the kind of representation the
allegorical text is undertaking: George Lamming’s Natives of My Person
allegorises colonial history as the present-day reality and argues that
nothing has changed; Wilson Harris’s Carnival, on the other hand,
focuses on the discontinuity between a fluid present and the absolute
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frames of cognition that prevailed in the period of the European
renaissance. But whatever the case, the binocular lens of allegory
refocuses our concept of history as fixed monument into a concept of
history as the creation of a discursive practice, and in doing so it opens
history, fiction’s ‘‘other’’, to the possibility of transformation.

Allegory proceeds from identification between things” and depends
upon an act of reading that recognises events and characters to be
analagous with specific points of reference in what Frederic Jameson
calls a ‘‘master code’’:*® something already given, inherent in the
tradition, and capable of acting as a matrix for a shared typology be-
tween the allegorist and the reading community. As a traditional prac-
tice, allegory has always privileged doctrine and metaphysical system
at the expense of “‘otherness’’ - if allegory literally means ‘‘other speak-
ing’’, it has historically served as a way of representing, of speaking
Jor, the “‘other’’, especially in the enterprise of imperialism. When
Columbus arrived in the New World, for example, he named (renamed,
actually) the first two islands he encountered for the Christian deity
and the Virgin, and the next three for the Spanish king, queen and
heir apparent. As Colin Partridge points out, this was a means of
assimilating the new World territory into the religious and political
hierarchy of values that comprised the dominant ideology of Europe
at the time, and the rationalisation for such an enterprise came from
the process of reading ‘‘otherness’’ as automatically inferior because
it lay “‘outside orthodox relation’’.” Columbus’s ritual of naming is
essentially an extension of allegorical consciousness in that it ‘‘reads’
the territory of the ‘‘other’’ by reference to an anterior set of signs already
situated in a cultural thematics, and by this process the ‘‘new’’ world
is made contingent upon the old.

A similar process of allegorical thinking lies behind the hegemony
of neo-colonialism; this, atleast, is the argument Abdul JanMohamed
advances in an article entitled ‘“The Economy of Manichean Allegory:
The Function of Racial Difference in Colonist Literature’’.*
JanMohamed perceives a binary or ‘‘manichean’’ code of recognition
underlying imperialism’s domination of the ‘‘other’’, which consists
of a series of fixed oppositions such as self/other, white/black, good/evil,
rationality/sensuality, and so on. But for the code to be effective, it must
be open to the process of ‘‘allegorical extensions’” whereby any form
of difference can be ‘‘read’’ as the underprivileged term in a similar
binary and then extended to all other binary oppositions in the system.
This code, combined with the capacity of allegorical thinking to extend
it infinitely, allows the coloniser always to read the ‘‘other’ in the
ideological mirror of his own metaphysical system and to rationalise
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real cultural difference as a factor of the permanent hierarchical
difference inscribed in the manichean master code. Thus the colonised
can never be identified with the coloniser; there can be no meeting be-
tween them; and the threatening capacity of history to change power
relationships can thus be neutralised.

The point I am making is that if allegory identifies a process of
signification in which an image in a literary text is interpreted against
a pre-existing master code or typological system, a similar process of
interpreting signs has been used in imperial thinking to read the world
and to legitimise the power relations it establishes within it. In
Columbus’s code of recognition, the territory of the ‘‘other’” 1s read
back into the master code of a monarchical and Catholic hierarchy.
In the manichean code JanMohamed identifies, the ‘‘other’” is read
as the inferior term in a binary opposition and then, by extension, fixed
in a permanent position of subordination within a master code of binary
thinking. Both codes of recognition depend upon allegorical thinking
to effect the assimilation of the ‘‘other’” into an overarching, supposedly
universal, metaphysical code, and both show how allegory can be
indicted as a mode of representation that energises the imperial
enterprise.’’

For some post-colonial writers, then, the task of transforming our
concepts of history requires the reappropriation and revision of allegory
itself, for allegory is seen to be both part of the imperial process that
instilled those concepts and part of the neo-colonial process that con-
tinues to hold them in place. George Lamming’s Natives of My Person,
for example, allegorically re-enacts colonial history in the form of a
middle passage slave ship, the Reconaissance. Lamming subverts the kind
of allegorical identification Columbus undertakes, however, by inverting
the traditionally past-to-present direction of allegorical signification,
thus reversing the pattern of contingency that normally accompanies
it. In Lamming’s fiction, the colonisers’ ship and its crew are allegorically
representative not only of the entire imperial endeavour but also of the
post-colonial world and the economic and political relations that obtain
within it* — the world, ironically, that they are physically unable to
reach in the narrative action of the text. Whereas Columbus
appropriated the ‘‘new’” world to the significatory matrix of the old,
Lamming employs old world figures to allegorise the new. Lamming’s
coloniser figures thus become contingent for one level of their allegorical
meaning upon the cultural thematics of post-colonial territory, and by
this process Lamming appropriates from linear history the anteriority
of the allegorical sign.

This process of transforming received concepts of history and tradi-
tion through the revisioning and reappropriation of allegory is under-
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taken even more directly in J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians.
Here, Coetzee allegorises the process by which empire, in construct-
ing the ‘‘other’’ into the unit of knowledge known as ‘‘barbarian’’,
projects its own binary code onto the colonised and then becomes trapped
in its own limiting system of reference. Some critics have attacked this
novel on ideological grounds precisely because of its employment of
the allegorical mode in depicting this process, the objection being that
allegory’s tendency to dehistoricize, to construct a vantage point out-
sidehistory, permits Coetzee to avoid acknowledging his novel’s ground-
ing in South African racial paranoia.® This reading depends, I think,
on a narrow view of allegory, one which fails to recognise not only
allegory’sinvestment in colonial discourse and the imperial enterprise
but also Coetzee’s deconstructive troping, or ‘‘turning’’, of that enter-
prise through his narrative repetition and displacement of it. Waiting
for the Barbarians, in my view, is actually engaged in subverting this
association between allegory and imperialism and in reappropriating
allegory to a politics of resistance. Coetzee’s tactic in this novel is to
portray imperial allegorical thinking in the thematic level of his novel
and to juxtapose it with the allegorical mode in which the novel itself
is written. The juxtaposition foregrounds the discontinuity between
the two kinds of allegorical discourse, one based on imperial codes of
recognition and the other on resistance to totalitarian systems. In the
gap between the two lies the possibility of transformation, and Coetzee’s
text thus suggests that allegory can itself be used to dismantle the system
of allegorical thinking that underwrites the act of colonisation.

This process of ‘‘revisioning’’ history through the reappropriation
of allegory becomes not only technique, but also thematic content, in
Wilson Harris’s latest novel, Carnival. The text portrays an allegorical
journey through the inferno and purgatory of colonial Guyanese history,
taking Dante’s Divine Comedy as its immediate ancestor and model. The
Dantean “‘pretext’’ thus imposes itself on Harris’s textual frame in much
the same way that colonialism imposed its codes of recognition, its
cultural and metaphysical structures, and its institutions onto what it
took to be the uninscribed geography of colonial space. And in this way
Dante’s canonical allegory, which Harris reads as aspiring to ‘‘absolutely
sovereign theatre’”** and ‘‘ruling pattern of the word’’,* threatens to
reduce Harris’s fiction to mere contingency, a mimicry or reinscrip-
tion of traditional and centralised cognitive patterns from within col-
onised space. Yet Harris’s fictional aim has always been to effect *“ge-
nuine change’’* within the legacy of a seemingly totalising tradition
and the conceptual biases and ‘‘barren imperatives’’ it carries, and in
Carnival Harris attempts to accomplish this through a dialectical inter-
change with the past, a ‘‘deepseated, mutual, cross-cultural dialogue
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between imaginations’’.”” ‘‘Dantesque allegory’’ becomes
emblematic of tradition as a whole: ostensibly absolute and inescapable,
and yet containing within it the germ of imaginative release. And
allegorical repetition, in Harris’s handling, articulates not so much the
arbitrary recurrence of static, unbreakable forms as the undeniable dif-
ference that inhabits apparently similar constructs, and thus it contains
the capacity to open, in Harris’s terms, a gateway into the received
codes of tradition and history, a way of reading the past, and the in-
vestment of the present in it, through aliberating process of imaginative
reconstruction. Through the refigurative actuations of allgorical repeti-
tion, history becomes transformed: absolutes become fragmented, non-
vision becomes vision, and the false clarities of tradition become the
uncertain round upon which an inner confidence and authority in post-
colonial cultures can be constructed.”

Whatever its precise form or historical moment, allegorical writing
is associated with ‘“a belief in the possibility of transformation’’.*
This characteristic of allegory may have served the ideology of
imperialism in legitimizing the transformation of the ‘‘other’” into
colonial subject, and it may continue to underwrite neo-colonial codes.
But by foregrounding the fact that history is not a set of immovable
past achievements but a discourse, open, as are all discursive practices,
to reinterpretation, post-colonial allegorical narratives show that
allegorical transformation can also be an effective means of subverting
imperial myths. Texts such as Natives of My Person, Waiting for the Bar-
barians, and Carnival go one step further in this process of subversion
by setting out directly to transform these imperial codes of recognition
from within the rhetorical stance of their own cognitive strategies, and
in this way, the act of ‘‘revisioning’’ allegory becomes also an act of
“‘revisioning’’ those codes of recognition which we inherit from the im-
perial encounter, including those codes that make up our received no-
tions of history. In this new form, allegory provides the post-colonial
writer with a means of foregrounding such inherited notions and
exposing them to the transformative powers of the imagination; and
in doing so, post-colonial allegory helps produce new ways of seeing
history, new ways of ‘‘reading’’ the world.

The point I have been making is that post-colonial allegorical writing
is engaged in a process of destabilizing and transforming our fixed ideas
of history, and this process demonstrates, I think, the inadequacy of
the critical position that perceives allegory as a mode of writing that
is limited in scope and mechanically determined by the historical or
literary ‘‘pretext’’ upon which itis based. In the kind of allegory I have
been describing, it is fiction that determines the way we read history,



Post-Colonial Allegory and the Transformation of History 165

history that is contingent upon fiction, and not the other way around.
Post-colonial allegorical texts would thus offer support to the critical
enterprise of rehabilitating allegory as a viable mode for writing creative
fiction. But as yet, post-colonial practice goes largely unnoticed in the
theory; and as a result, an overdetermination of the relation between
allegory and history, and the idea that the reader of allegory suffers
from a lack of freedom in interpretive range,* still prevail in the
critical discourse. Post-colonial allegories are concerned with neither
redeeming nor annihilating history, but with displacing it as a concept
and opening up the past to imaginative revision. They place themselves
in “‘adjacency’’, not in ‘‘dynastic relation’’,* to the anterior sign and
thus depend upon the reader’s binocular vision for the ‘‘revisioning’’
process that allegory promotes: that way of seeing that rejects ‘ ‘history”’
in favour of those aspects of culture that have been subject to historical
erasure, those codes of recognition that comprise what Michael Dash
so eloquently terms the ‘‘counter culture of the imagination’”.*

And furthermore, post-colonial allegories depend upon the awareness
in their readers that the colonial encounter and its aftermath, whatever
its form throughout the post-colonial world, provides a shared matrix
of reference and a shared set of problems for post-colonial cultures. In
this, they clash with one of the shibboleths of allegorical theory, which
proclaims that although ‘‘a matrical system of reference must always
constitute [allegory’s] establishing values’’, no ‘‘shared referential,
metasemantic system such as was available to mediaeval allegorists and
their audience is . . . commonly held by readers, and so one has to be
constructed or invented in the act of reading itself”’.* Underlying this
shift to the purely semantic level of allegory is the belief that no other
typology is ‘‘universally shared in our day’’,* but post-colonial
allegorical writing suggests, I think, that a shared typology grounded
in the real world of cultural and political relations does exist and does
provide a cultural thematics upon which allegorical communication
can take place. As s so often the case with metropolitan critical patterns,
the problem remains one of searching, albeit covertly, for universals.
A culturally specific typology — that of the Akan carrier ritual® -
underlies the allegory of Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born,
forexample, and Naipaul’s Guerrillas allegorises political relations that
obtain throughout the post-colonial world. But the dismissal of these
typologies because they are not universally held leads to the mistaken
reading of Armah’s novel as conventionally allegorical in the Everyman
mode,* and Naipaul’s novel as unallegorical, unpolitical except in the
narrow sense of individual character, because it seems to be written
in a mode of narrative realism.
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Allegorical theory will continue to invite such misreadings as long
as it encourages generic or modal associations between texts without
accounting for their cultural grounding. As Frederic Jameson makes
clear in The Political Unconscious, our expectations concerning genre,
mode, form, and language are tied to the institutions and ideologies
that generate such systems of classification, and literary critics will have
to unlearn a number of prevailing assumptions about allegory if they
are not to traduce post-colonial allegorical practice. For post-colonial
allegory is changing not only our ideas of history but the concept of
allegory itself, and the challenge for criticism is to learn to read this
new, ‘‘revised’” mode of representation in all of its diversity, its plurality,
its cultural and political difference.
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