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Maria Delaperrière

Where are my Limits? 
Postcolonialism in Literature

The notion o f  postco lon ialism  h as been  em braced g ra­
dually and w ith a certain  degree o f  reluctance by the 

Polish hum anities. This reluctance could be partially expla­
ined as resulting from the period oftotalitarian  stagnation, 
bu t there were other reason s as well. A ssim ilation  o f  p o ­
stcolonial theories required a  full im m ersion  in  su ccessi­
ve layers o f  Polish cultural con sciou sness, a  questioning 
o f traditionally defined identity, a revaluation o f stagnant 
percep tion s o f nationality, and a  stance tow ard  the new  
pro cesse s o f  globalization . A ll th ose  ph en om en a could 
have settled  in  the Polish collective con sc io u sn ess only 
after the fall o f Com m unism . In the sam e period, however, 
W estern criticism welcom ed several critical works showing 
clearly that the postcolonial worldview itself has expanded 
beyond its initial, historical sense and in its scope can now 
refer to all form s o f dom ination, locating itse lf within the 
broad current of contem porary social and cultural thought.’

B. Ashcroft, G. Griffiths, H. Tiffin The Em pire Writes Back. Theory and  

Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures. Routledge, London-N ew  York 

1989; G. Spivak The P ost-Co lonial Critic. Interviews, Strategies, D ia ­

logues. Routledge, London 1990; H. K. Bhabha The Location o f  Culture, 

Routledge, London 1994. Those sem inal works were, of course, pre­

ceded and inspired by E.W. Said's Orientalism  (New York 1978), trans­

lated to Polish as late as 1991.
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Today, the im pact o f those works on the developm ent o f Polish critical thought 
seem s unquestionable. However, as the boundaries o f the notion expanded, the 
chances to form ulate its single and precise definition shrunk accordingly. Post­
colonialism  did not create a closed system , and it could not have created one, as 
from  the very beginning it denoted, first and forem ost, a state o f consciousness 
that reveals itse lf only in particular situations and circum stances.

Those few  observations m ay help realize the num erous difficulties spaw n ­
ing w ith  application  o f  p o stco lon ial perspective in  Polish  cultural research, 
however, one cannot negate the role that the “decolonialization  o f thought”2 
plays today in  all branches o f the hum anities, from  history and social ph ilo so­
phy to art and literature.

The breakthrough (no longer political bu t cultural), cam e w ith  the w ork 
o f Ewa Thom pson.3 Referring directly to Said 's Orientalism, T hom pson  focuses 
on Polish national stereotypes and conducts a thorough reassessm en t o f their 
h istorical determ in an ts. D iscu ssio n s accom pan ying the p rocess, however, 
w ere sy m pto m atic  o f  a  se rie s  o f  deeper developm en ts th a t have pervaded  
Polish society  since the daw n o f the p o st-to ta lita rian  era. In fact, one could 
view  contem porary reflection on nationality, Polocentrism , m ulticulturalism , 
racism , e th n ocen trism  as the determ in ing factors o f  the specifically  Polish 
p ostco lon ial con sc io u sn ess th at continued to spaw n  new  id eas (I p u rp o se ­
fully leave out the q u e stio n s o f  gen d er a s  a  sep arate  d om ain ). In sightfu l 
w orks by  W. J. Burszta, A . Fiut, R. Nycz an d  M . Janion,4 illu strative for the 
p ro c e sse s  o f  “d eco lon ization ” o f  literature, w ere follow ed by a  debate over 
the m ethod. B ogusław  Bakuła^ w isely em phasized the need to investigate the 
colonial language, while W łodzim ierz Bolecki® w as equally right to call for an

214 p o s t c o l o n i a l  o r  p o s t d e p e n d a n c y  s t u d i e s ?

2 Expression used by D. Kołodziejczyk in "Trawersem przez glob: studia postkolonialne i teoria 

globalizacji.” Er(r)go 2004 Vol. 1 (8), 22.

3 E. Thom pson "Nacjonalizm, kolonizacja, tożsam ość.”TefcstK Drugie  1999 Vol. 5; Trubadurzy 

Im perium . Literatura rosyjska i kolonializm  Universitas, Kraków 2001; „Sarm atyzm  i postkolo- 

nializm , o naturze polskich resentym entów . Europa-Tygodnik Idei 2006 Vol. 46; „Said a sprawa 

polska” Europa-Tygodnik Idei 2006 Vol. 26.

4 W. J. Burszta „Postkolonializm i dekolonizacja um ysłu” Różnica, tożsam ość, edukacja. Szkice  

z  pogranicza. T. Szkudlarek (ed.) Impuls, Kraków 1995; . Fiut Spotkanie z  Innym . W ydaw nictw o 

Literackie, Kraków 2003; R. Nycz „Każdy z nas je st  przybyszem . Wzory tożsam ości w  litera­

turze polskiej X X  w ieku.” Teksty Drugie  1999 Vol. 5; M. Janion Niesam ow ita słow iańsczyzna, 

W ydaw nictw o Literackie, Kraków 2007.

5 B. Bakuła. "Kolonialne i postkolonialne aspekty dyskursu kresoznawczego (zarys problem aty­

ki)” Teksty Drugie  2006 Vol. 6.

6 W. Bolecki „Myśli różne o postkolonializm ie” Teksty Drugie20 07  Vol. 4; see also: G. Borkowska 

„Polskie dośw iadczenie kolonialne.” Ibid.
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investigation  o f the “ (post)colon ial top ics” that w ould go beyond “m echanical 
copying” o f the W estern patterns and read w ith the help o f post-co lon ial filter 
a lso  Polish  c lassic s. C ritical atten tion  focu sed  on the flu id ity  o f  the border 
betw een the oppressor and the victim , the fam iliar and the strange, the center 
and the periphery. Each o f th ese  concepts, resurfacing repeatedly and so m e ­
tim es seem ingly  unconsciously  in scholarly analyses (no longer directly tied  
to A m erican  criticism ), becam e an expression  o f a new  sensitivity, one that 
could be seen  (following, in  fact, Said 's w ish) as a new  form  o f contem porary 
hum anism .

Still, a  g lan ce  a t  particu lar s itu a tio n s su ffices to  realize th a t the m atter 
at h and is h ighly com plex, n ot devoid o f s e lf-con tradictions and paradoxes 
tied, desp ite  the appearan ces, n ot only to the geop olitical context or a  sp e ­
cific ideology, b u t to the gen era l p ro c e sse s  o f  g lo balizatio n  w hose  affin ity  
to the postcolon ial phenom ena will probably serve as a b asis  o f  m any further 
reflections.7

My an alysis concerns a  m ore neutral d om ain  -  literature un d erstood  as 
an im m anent value and yet, subject to the sam e selection  and hierarchization 
as national, ethnic, and sexual groups. This, in the Polish context, entails the 
follow ing question : h ow  d oes the p o stco lo n ial c o n sc io u sn ess in fluence or 
poten tially  in fluence the s ta tu s  o f  Polish  literature w ith in  the E u ropean  -  
W estern -  and w orld literature?
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From universalism  to  geocritic ism
One could com m ent w ithout the risk  o f exaggeration  that literary stu d ies in 
general and the com parative approach  in particu lar have undergone a revo­
lutionary change, one th at h as largely relativized trad ition al n otio n s o f  the 
literary canon. U ntil quite recently, com parative stu d ies assu m ed  as a point 
o f reference the notion  o f w orld literature (Weltliteratur) which from  the day 
o f  G oethe served  a s  a  u n iversa l m odel for the literary  trad ition  o f  W estern  
Europe. A n d  it w as n o t th a t lon g ago th at the g rea t French com parativ ist, 
René E tiem ble*, defended u n iversa lism  as a  se t  o f  con stan t values (invari­
ants) in  the n am e o f  the principle  o f  prim al an d  e ssen tia list  u n iqu en ess o f  
the h um an  being:

7 D. Kołodziejczyk Trawersem przez^.; E. Domańska Historie niekonwencjonalne. Refleksja 

o p rzeszło ści w nowej hum anistyce, W ydaw nictw o Poznańskie, Poznań 2006; D. Skórczewski 

„Postkolonialna Polska -  projekt (nie)m ożliw y” Teksty Drugie  2006 Vol. 1/2.

8 A. Marino "Entiem ble, les "invariants” et la littérature com pare.” Le Myth d'Entiem ble; hom ­

m ages, etudes et recherches, Didier Erudition, Paris 1979.
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there is one hum an being, and so there exists only one literature. C on se­
quently, there is nothing surprising about the fact that the sam e motifs, 
im ages and form s are found in the literatures m ost d istant in term s o f 
tim e and space®

Today, this deeply hum anist im age o f literature struggles to fend o ff allega­
tion s from  the postco lon ial criticism  underm in ing the principle o f selection  
w hose  criteria  h ad  b een  so  far e stab lish ed  at the expen se  o f  th a t w hich is 
particular, specific and local.’ “ A t tim es, the critique o f un iversalism  takes the 
form  o f indictm ent, revealing a sen se  o f guilt. A  few years ago, A. Finkielkraut 
published a telling work on the ingratitude tow ard cultural heritage that con ­
cerns a lso  E astern  Europe,’ ’ an d  tod ay  it is  a  su b ject th a t re so n a te s  deeply  
w ith the com parativists. A ccusation s culm inate w ith the charge o f European 
cultural im p eria lism  w hich seem s to  resu lt in  an  u n am biguou s conclusion  
that cultures previously deem ed secondary  could only be com pen sated  with 
a com plete relativization  o f  un iversal values. Consequently, the theory o f  in ­
variants that a ssu m es an  atem poral stability, is  ju x taposed  again st an  im age 
o f hum anity  im m ersed  in  h istorical reality  and the border o f the fam iliar and 
the strange th at for m any decades h as served  as the ax is o f  all com parative 
stud ies becom es annulled. In the postco lon ial perspective the very notion  of 
the exotic reveals itse lf  to be nothing else than  another sign  o f  European h e ­
gem ony. There are also  attem pts to conciliate betw een  the trad ition al values 
and globalizing socio-econom ic and cultural p rocesses. Those entail dangers 
th at alarm ed  A uerbach  already in  the 5 0 s w hen he m ade prediction s about 
the stan dard ization  o f  lifestyle an d  irreversible reduction  o f  lan gu ages and 
cultures, w hich in  consequence, u n derm in ed  also  the poin t o f  com parative 
stud ies as such.’ 2 H alf a century later, alluding to Auerbach, Didier C oste asks: 
“can the thought o f  g lobalization  (o f literature, culture) be anything else than  
a globalized thought?”’  ̂I shall return to those aporias further in m y essay. For 
now, let it be em phasized that they have already becom e the subject o f several 
w orks ra isin g  the problem  of the a im  o f contem porary  com parative studies, 
or -  to be m ore precise -  the problem  of how  com parative stu d ies are to be

2 i 6  p o s t c o l o n i a l  o r  p o s t d e p e n d a n c y  s t u d i e s ?

9 M. Détrie "Connaissons-nous Etiem ble? Revue de Littérataure Com parée  Vol. 295 J u ly -S e p - 

tem ber 2000. 421.

10 D. Coste "Les universaux face à la m ondialisation: une aporie com paratiste? Vox Poetica 

21.05.2006. http://vox-poetica.org/sfglc/b ib lio/coste.htm l

11 A. Finkielkraut L'Ingratitude, conversation sur notre tem ps Gallim ard, Paris 1999.

12 E. Auerbach Philology and  Weltliteratur [1952] cf. M. and E. Said, Centennial Review  XII.1 (1969). 3.

13 D. Coste "Les un iversau x^”
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approached when, as a result o f a gen eral d isappearan ce o f differences, one 
will soon  have trouble know ing w hat is to be com pared  to w hat.

One m u st w onder, i f  there is  still a  con tin u ity  betw een  the g rea t w orks 
o f  Spitzer, C u rtiu s an d  A uerbach , w ho m an y  y e ars  before the p o stco lo n ial 
breakthrough exceeded the range o f ph ilological b inarism , preferring to re ­
search  cultural top ics that build the greater picture o f European  culture. A n 
answ er, even if  an  incom plete one, is supp lied  by the field o f intertextual re ­
search , w hich itse lf  is  n ot devoid o f  paradoxes. O n the one hand, in tertex­
tu al approach  stren gth en s an d  deepen s the ep istem olo g ica l know ledge o f  
the w ork an d  its  cultural t ie s  to  w hat is  beyond the canon , p lac in g  it at the 
sam e w ith in  a netw ork o f determ in an ts th at w eaken the w ork's ontological 
status. One could noneth eless agree w ith Ryszard Nycz that the unavoidable 
“dependence” o f  the w ork that reveals itse lf  in  intertextual research  ensures 
its “partic ipation  in  the w orld o f art as w ell as in  the contem porary  w orld o f 
hum an experience.”’ *

Such  u n d e rsto o d  in tertex tu ality  is very  close  to  w h at Bourd ieu  referrs 
to as “d en atio n alizatio n ” o f literary  text, an d  se e m s even clo ser the n otion  
o f  d e territo ria liza tio n  a s  u se d  b y  B ertran d  W estph al w hen  he d isc u sse s  
D eleuze in  h is geocritical w ritin gs.’  ̂The sim ilarity  o f th ese  n otio n s o rig i­
n ate s in  the ac t o f  leav in g  the ste reo ty p e  th a t  D eleuze se e s  a s  rem ain in g  
w ith in  a g iven  sp a ce .’ ® D eterritoria lization  u n d ersto o d  a s  an  in tertex tu al 
act allow s to  abandon  a conceptual fram ew ork w here particular hierarchical 
order rem ain s close ly  con n ected  to  lo calizatio n  (O rd n u n g/O rtu n g).’  ̂In ­
stead , W estphal p ro p o se s to create a new  “cartography o f  im ag in atio n ” that 
w ould delocalize  rep resen tation  o f  the w orld. Or, in  other w ords, tear it out 
o f its  stagn an t state . Such representation  con tain s no d iv ision  into n ational 
spaces; geograph ical boun daries d isap pear as well, there is no sp lit betw een 
the ow n an d  the stran ge space , as they ex ist s im u ltan eo u sly  in  a m ultip lied  
gaze  th a t  refers a t  the sam e  t im e  to  sev era l persp ectiv e s, to  ob serv atio n s 
and experiences that correct each  other. E m ph asis is  p laced  n ot on separate  
cultures but on the connections, relations, and p a ssa g e s  that reveal su rp ris­
ing para lle lism s o f  p lots, m otifs, an d  ph en om en a w hose  existen ce h ad  not 
been  noted by prim ary research  before. W estphal takes interest, for instance, 
in  the perip h eral E urope, b u t n o t in  its n atio n s. In stead  o f  Poland, Czech,
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14 R. N ycz "Poetyka intertekstualna, tradycje i perspektyw y.” Kulturowa teoria literatury. Głów ne  

p o jęcia i problemy. M. P. Markowski, R. N ycz (eds.) Universitas, Kraków 2006.

15 B. Westphal La Géocritique, reel, fiction, espace. Les Editions de M inuit, Paris 2007.

16 Ibid. See also: G. deleuze, F. G attari. AM illeplateau, Les Editions de M inuit, Paris 1980.

17 B. Westphal La G éocritique^  235.
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or U kraine, he w rites ab ou t G alic ia  an d  Bukovina as cultural sy stem s that 
ex ist beyon d all g eo p o litical con n ection s. From  Polish  literature he quotes 
S tasiuk 's M oja Europa [My Europe] and A ndruchow icz a s  perfect exam ples 
o f the cultural d isequ ilibriu m  th at he v iew s as particu larly  in terestin g .

This new  perspective resurfaces also  in the Polish research  w here litera­
ture itse lf  en forces a  re-evalu atio n  o f  literary  can on s. A h istoricity  an d  a c ­
culturation  as w ell as the in fluence o f the m ed ia  w eaken  the in terest in  the 
old culture, which in  turn  influences the d isappearance o f  diachronicity. The 
p a st  p resen ts itse lf  as a  m u seum , through in ciden tal evocations, w hile lin ­
ear h istory  is consciously  rejected. Th ose phenom ena resonate im m ediately  
w ithin the realm  of literature and its reception, the latter reaffirm ing the need 
for w riting no longer fully nation al but rather one that chooses a changeable 
“touristic” overview o f literatures view ed so  far as m arginal. This is confirm ed 
by the reception  o f  Polish literature in the W est, w here prom inence is given 
to the translations o f Stasiuk, Tokarczuk, Huelle, and Bieńczyk, in other w ords, 
to the representatives o f m inority cultures, lower, peripheral and m eeting the 
expectations o f  the West.

In terest in  o th e rn e ss  is  a  n e c e ssa ry  co n d itio n  for the d isap p e aran c e  
o f the d ifferen ces b etw een  the center an d  the periphery; it se ts  n ew  go als  
for literature, c la im s W estphal, se e in g  in  in tertex tu ality  a chance to m ove 
beyon d  the qu iescen ce  o f one cultural sp ace . It is  an  o p tim istic  approach , 
e sp e c ia lly  co n sid e rin g  the  fac t th a t  u n til recently , P o lish  literatu re  w as 
m arked  by the com plex  o f a  periphery  an d  re sen tm en t n otab le  in  M iłosz, 
Konw icki, Rym kiew icz, an d  Z agajew ski. Today, in  h is d iscu ssio n s o f P o lo­
centrism , Luigi M arinelli exp re sse s the w ish  for the n otio n s o f the “cen ter” 
and “perip h eries” to  becom e “fully relative and in terchangeable” in  h um an i­
tie s  and h istorical-literary  stu d ies, recalling K risteva's fam ou s ap p eal to  be 
“stran gers to  ou rse lv es”’ * w hile the first p art o f  M aria  Janion 's Niesamowita 
słowiańszczyzna bears the telling title : Sami sobie cudzy'9 [O ther to  O urselves]; 
facts like th ese  vividly illu strate  the en orm ous b reakthrough  in  the process 
o f nullify ing cultural h ierarch ies th at h as begu n  to  seep  in to  the collective 
con sc io u sn ess.

One w ould present, however, an  incom plete picture o f the current s itu a­
tion  if  one failed to d iscu ss the num erous m isun derstan d in gs and the previ­
ously m entioned aporias.

2 i 8  p o s t c o l o n i a l  o r  p o s t d e p e n d a n c y  s t u d i e s ?

18 Polonistyka w przebudowie, literaturoznawstwo, w iedza o języku, wiedza o kulturze, edukacja. 

Materials from the Polish Studies convention (Kraków, 22-25 Septem ber 2004) edited by 

M. Czerm ińska, S. Gajda, A Legożyńska, A .Z. M akowiecki, R. Nycz. Universitas, Kraków 2005 

Vol.2. 206.

19 M. Janion N iesa m o w ita ^  5.
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The troub le w ith  o th ern ess
While there is no doubt that the grow ing in terest in  the cultures o f  national 
an d  ethnic m in oritie s can  be regard ed  a s  one o f  the m o st  positive  c o n se ­
quen ces o f  the p o stco lon ia l pursu it, w e m u st n ot forget th a t the perio d  o f 
political d ivision  o f Europe into the W estern and E astern  p art strengthened 
for y e a rs  h isto rica l cu ltural o p p o sitio n s th a t are y e t to  be fully overcom e. 
Exchanges betw een  cultures are governed by new  law s that n oneth eless are 
n o t very  d ifferen t from  the old  on es. T h is lead s to several qu estio n s: how  
to n egotiate  betw een  the Polish  p resen ce  in  Europe an d  E urocen trism ? Is 
the trium ph o f finding our place in  Europe, in  fact, a Pyrrhic victory? Finally, 
a fundam ental question: to w hat extent does the postcolon ial consciousness, 
which in  itse lf is  an  ethical and deeply h um an istic  value, m elt w ith the p ro­
cesses o f globalized “neutering” and, further, can those processes be avoided?
The answ er is not easy. W hile the notion  o f Weltliteratur becam e an  anachro­
n ism , the d ream  o f  a  g lo b a l village is, in  fact, a  return  to u n iversa lism , th is 
tim e groun ded  n ot as m uch in  com m on  values b u t in  a  m echan ical pu rsu it 
o f hom ogenization.

Moreover, today, is there any point of view that can claim prim acy? When 
colonial rule ended, m any other things were discredited along with it: the 
dom ination of one civilization, one color, and one religion over all others 
and, in the sam e way, the dom ination of one sex  over another or of one 
sexuality over others. The hour has com e of the copresence of diversity, 
but now in the silence of G od .20

This is  the core o f  the m isu n derstan d in g at hand: absence o f a unifying col­
lective norm  replaced by “heterarchy” (to quote D ouglas H ofstadter), in  other 
words, by a desacralized hierarchy where all ideas of priority have evanesced.^'
At the sam e tim e, as m entioned before, postcolonial consciousness converges 
from  the very begin n in g w ith the search  for not only collective but also  in d i­
vidual identities. It is not w ithout im portance that Levinas's nam e reappears 
even in  the w orks d iscussin g geopolitical spaces (Thom pson, W estphal). C ul­
tural difference and subjective identity  are in separable.

If w e view  the postco lon ial phenom ena from  this perspective, it becom es 
clear how  the process o f broadening the geographic-cultural horizons m ay be 
perceived in  negative term s, a s a p rocess o f absorbin g the Other. A  com plete 
in tegration , s tre sse s  D om inique Q u essad a  in  the treatise  on “othercide ,”22

I l l  M A R I A  D E L A P E R R I È R E  W H ER E A R E MY L I M I T S ?  2 1 9

20 B. Westphal La Géocritique.  ̂14, [based on the English translation by Robert T. Tally].

21 D. Hofstadter Godel, Escher, Bach, Basic Books, NY 1979 after W estphal, ibid.

22 D. Quessada Court traité d'altercide, V erticales, Paris 2007.
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is  the m o st  rad ical form  o f  exclusion . In a  so c iety  w here all d ifference h as 
b een  m ade void, an d  there are no d ialectical re la tio n s betw een  the m aster 
and the slave, the inside and the outside, betw een  w hat is o f m e and w hat is 
strange, the Other, while not rejected, is  swallow ed, digested, and assim ilated . 
This d issolving o f the O ther becom es a new  form  o f colonization, m ultiplied, 
anarchistic, irrational, resu lting in  an  “au tistic  culture” while the connection 
betw een  postco lon ialism  and the p rocesses o f  g lobalization  reveals itse lf  as 
“fake altruism .”23

A  w ay o ut o f  th is  dead lock can  only be found v ia  a  clear d istin ction  b e ­
tw een  the p o stco lon ial con sc io u sn ess an d  the globaliz ing ph en om en a, a c ­
counting for the fact th a t the latter refer to  p ro cesse s im posin g  them selves 
from  the outside and concerning entire hum ankind, while postco lon ial con­
sc io u sn ess show s itse lf through confrontation  w ith the O ther not only in  the 
collective but also  in the individual dim ension.

2 2 0  p o s t c o l o n i a l  o r  p o s t d e p e n d a n c y  s t u d i e s ?

W here are  m y lim its?
I will allow  m yself a d igression  now, foreshadow ed by the title o f m y essay. It 
is a line from  Białoszew ski's “A utoportrait as felt”24 and a perfect illustration of 
the existential disequilibrium  that will serve as a point o f reference for fUrther 
reflection. W hat lim its exactly did Białoszew ski have in m ind? D efinitely not 
the lim its o f self-determ in ation  (“O f all the faces know n / I rem em ber least 
m y own.”) Self-determ in ation  is im possib le  w ithout the intervention  o f the 
O ther (“They look at m e / so  probably I have a face”).

I refer to Białoszew ski because the subjective space that the poet m entions 
grow s especially  im po rtan t in  the encounter w ith  p ostco lon ial h um an ism . 
The question of boundaries of subjectivity revealing them selves in the relation 
w ith the O ther have intrigued both  p ragm atists and ph en om en ologists long 
before the em ergence o f  postco lon ial theory. “I am  as others see m e ” Sartre  
argues in  Saint Genet and h is e ssay  on Jews.25 Sartre  em ph asizes the re lation ­
ship betw een Se lf and Other from  the outside (sim ilarly to Gom browicz). The 
shift inw ards takes place later, in  Levinas. The connection is not only spiritual. 
The physical tangibility  o f the contact is im portant. Corporeality, as we know, 
is an  inherent p art o f  identity. R icoeur aptly  n otes th at iden tity  con sists  o f

23 Cf. J. Baudrillard Le crim e parfait, Galilée, Paris 1995; after Lydia Salvayre's presentation at 

Journée des écrivains du Sud. A ix-en-Provence (28-30 March 2008).

24 Transl. by Czesław  M iłosz [AW].

25 J. P. Sartre Réflexions sur la  question juive  [1946] Sa in t Genet, com édien et martyr, Gallim ard,

1969 .
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m ore than  external factors such as habitus, socia l ro les and character traits, it 
also  con sists o f anchoring in  one's ow n body. The body, in  turn, is a fram e o f 
identification  that reveals itse lf  in  encounters w ith  the Other. It is  a bou n d­
ary separatin g  m e from  the O ther but at the sam e tim e a bridge betw een  the 
intim ate and the external world,26 betw een  the fam iliar and the strange. But 
Ricoeur the phen om en ologist goes even further, m oving tow ards anthropol­
ogy: m y b od y  can  e x ist  am on g o thers only after I acknow ledge m y o th er­
n ess am on g the others. This concretization (em bodim ent) o f the Self-O ther 
relation  reverts H usserl's principle o f see in g  otherness as a  secon d  “se lf” or 
a shadow  o f  m y “se lf” (as n oted  already by H om i Bhabha27). In Ricoeur, the 
opposite  h appen s -  the O ther m akes m e aw are o f m y ow n Otherness.28

Taking all o f this into account, let u s go back to literature. If we treat liter­
ary w ork a s  an  encounter w ith  the Other, each  act o f read in g is a  co m para­
tive act th a t  can  be u n d ersto o d  on several p lan es. In the c la ssica l sen se , it 
is  an  encounter w ith  the O ther th a t is  an  exten sion  o f  one's ow n sphere o f  
psyche, a tru ism  these days. The m atter looks differently w hen a given work 
is v iew ed from  the perspective o f cultural stud ies. It becom es a space where 
m y subjectivity  can  m eet the subjectivity  o f the author but only inasm uch  as 
our cultural horizons cross. This, o f  course, h as nothing to do w ith political or 
religious beliefs, nor w ith m y or the author's inborn  sensitivity. Native w orks, 
located within my cultural horizons, can be ideologically opposed  to my views 
bu t th is  d o es n ot evoke in  m e a sen se  o f  stran gen ess. (I m ay  d isagree  w ith  
Kusniew icz's Mieszaniny obyczajowe b u t I can n ot re s ist  the p leasure o f in ter­
acting w ith  the su b stan ce  o f  the tex t located  w ith in  m y cultural isotopy.) It 
takes an  outside look at Polish  literature to  discover th at Konw icki's novels 
are m ore m etaphysical than  they are political, that Kusniew icz as a w riter is 
m ore European than  Polish and that the m essian istic  h istoriosophy o f  Dziady 
can be radically  strange to a W estern recipient. For a com plete evaluation of 
a work or literature I need  a confrontation  w ith  the otherness o f  the text but 
also  with the otherness o f the recipient. This requires m ore than  aesthetics of 
reception: an in -depth  confrontation  referring not only to view s, ideologies, 
stereotypes, but also  to corporeality  as a space o f experience and sensation .

Em phasizing the role o f corporeality in  the subject's encounter with other­
n ess h elps to avoid the hypocrisy o f “fake altru ism ” -  it is  not the O ther who
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26 P. Ricoeur So i-m êm e com m e un autre, Editions du Seuil. Points Essais, Paris 1990. 372.

27 A. Burzyska, M. P. Markowski Teoria literatury X X X wieku , Znak, Kraków 2007. 558.

28 Contrary to Kristeva (Etrangesà n ou s-m em es  [1988] Gallim ard folio/essays, 1991), w ho search­
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needs m e, it is m e who needs the Other! The Other, rem oved from  m e in tim e 
and space, b ecom es a m easure o f m y distance. If a literary text evokes m y a p ­
proval or outrage or d istaste , those feelings are not only directed at the sender 
bu t also  in fluence m y identity  as a  receiver. W hat I have in  m in d  here is no 
longer sim ple trop ism  in  the form  o f ph an tasm s or a m irrored se lf but rather 
its cultural envelope. In th is  perspective, the con fron tation  w ith  the O ther 
lead s not to an  annihilation o f otherness but to the evening out o f differences 
in the crossin g o f view s on w hat is d istan t and open.

This is  w hat G ad am er m ean s w hen he w rites about the “fu sion  o f  h o ri­
zo n s” as a principle o f the dialectic o f partic ipation  an d  otherness.29 It is  an 
attem pt at m utual un derstan din g that will never be com plete as the very act 
o f un derstan din g is alw ays an un derstan din g o f a certain  o therness. A w are­
n ess o f  th is truth  is at the sam e tim e a  con firm ation  o f  the existen ce o f  the 
boundary betw een m yself and the Other, a boundary  that is m y ow n horizon, 
w ithout which m y “I” could not exceed its lim it. A n  act o f reading as an act of 
com parison  u n d ersto od  on several p lan es b o ils dow n to in teraction  an d  as 
such can  never be definitive as it is a p art o f the process o f  socialization  that 
exceeds the fram e o f a single culture.

2 2 2  p o s t c o l o n i a l  o r  p o s t d e p e n d a n c y  s t u d i e s ?

C oncluding rem arks
“W here are m y lim its? ” is  a  questio n  w ith out a  single answ er. Each is only 
partial, insufficient, incom plete, anchored in  tim e that is  only m y own, tim e 
that I cannot share w ith anyone even if  we share the com m on space o f  som e 
so rt  o f  a  m yth ical “p re-age .” T h is b ro ad  parabo le  by O lga Tokarczuk could 
serve as a m otto  for further com parativ ist reflection  in  Polish stud ies, com ­
plem enting the p roposa ls put forw ard by W estphal w ho b a se s  h is geocritical 
argu m en t on spaciotem porality . W estphal refers to Jau ss 's  b eau tifu l astra l 
m etaphor that is w orth c iting here as well:

Ju st as look ing a t the sta rs  in  the sky gives an  im p ressio n  o f their s im u l­
tan e o u s ex isten ce  an d  only the w ork o f an  astro n o m er reveals th eir t e m ­
poral d istan ce , so  d oes the con tem porary  critic o f literatu re g rasp  from  the 
cultural archipelago particu lar p laces -  is lan d s, in vestigatin g  their tem p o ­
ral d istan ce , fully aw are th at O th ern ess m ean s sim ply  b ein g  in  a different 
time.3»

29 See P. Ricoeur ¡ęzyk, tekst, interpretacja. Wybór pism. Transl. P. Graff, K. Rosner, PIW, Warszawa 

1989; K. Rosner Gadam erow ska koncepcja d ośw iadczenia herm eneutycznego  and G a d a m - 

erowskie rozum ienie języka, ibidem ., Herm eneutyka jako krytyka kultury. Heidegger, Gadam er, 

Ricoeur, PIW, Warszawa 1991.

30 B. W estphal La G éo critique^  226. [transl. AW]

http://rcin.org.pl



The recognition o f otherness is one of the m ost im portant achievem ents of 
contem porary literary and cultural criticism . But it is  not free o f its own prob­
lem s. The notion  th at literature is an  act o f  go in g beyond the boun daries o f 
m y own cultural space (not because  it is  a negative space but because the Ego 
cannot fulfill itse lf  in  enclosure) h as already becom e an  obvious truth.3’ L it­
erature se ts  u s free from  ourselves. The role o f the critic is, thus, is  to perform  
a cross-cultural jum p that, in the w ords o f  A lexis N ouss, a renow n researcher 
o f the p ro cesses o f metisization,32 allow s to “tear on ese lf aw ay from  oneself, 
challenge the law s of gravitation and soar.” N ouss adds: “Instead of a substrate, 
essence, we should propose otherness and becom ing.”33

Follow ing N ouss's reason in g  one feels tem p ted  to add  th at such  a  jum p 
requires a tram poline to spring o ff the ground (and the ground itse lf should 
be understood not only as a particu lar geographical place.) M obility becom es 
today  an  attribute o f  a m ultip lied identity  that is  no longer determ ined by its 
belonging to a given p lace but b ecom es increasingly a m atter o f  choice. It is 
language, then, that rem ains -  the ultim ate determ inant o f identity, language 
un derstood  not only as a m ean  o f  h um an  com m unication , but also  as a d e­
term inant o f the vertical d im en sion  o f subjectivity. In the era o f spa tia l shifts 
and cultural transform ations, m y “se lfn ess” does not belong to m y hom eland, 
it is  m y h om eland that is a part o f myself.34

The cultural d im en sion  o f  literary research  and its open n ess to otherness 
allow  to see that m y ow n w orld, the w orld that I accept, could ju st as w ell be 
entirely different. A t the sam e tim e, however, investigative auto-reflexivity  
prevents excessive cultural syncretism  w here all cultures lo se  their specific­
ity. Only by becom ing aw are o f our ow n fin iteness can we open  ourselves up 
to the horizons o f  other cultures, not in order to appropriate them  but to try 
and u n derstan d  them .

Translation: Anna Warso
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31 J.-T. Desanti. Réflexions sur le tempts, Conversations avec Dom inique-A ntoine Grisoni, Variations 
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32 A. Nouss. Plaidoyer pour un m onde m étis, Textuel, Paris 2005. 29. See also: Y. Clavaron and 
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33 Ibid.
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