Towards a whole riverbed of what may or may not be

Billy Head

submitted for

a PhD in Creative and Critical Writing

at the School of Literature, Drama and Creative Writing,

University of East Anglia, UK

in May 2023

This copy of the thesis has been supplied on condition that anyone who consults it is understood to
recognise that its copyright rests with the author and that use of any information derived therefrom must

be in accordance with current UK Copyright Law. In addition, any quotation or extract must include full

attribution.



Abstract

This thesis is a presentation of the formation of my writing practice as a poet; and of the profound imprint

on that practice of spending much of my life between 2007 and 2023 living and working in Antananarivo.

The main body of the thesis comprises writing derived from a notational practice that I established during
this period. It is divided into four parts: lobataona, fabavaratra, fararano, and ririnina (Malagasy names for the
four seasons in Madagascar). Each of these parts features writing in a variety of registers, drawing on
experiences of various kinds, including as a journalist and as a teacher of creative writing in the Anglophone
Department at the University of Antananarivo. Across these multiple registers, the writing is also conscious

of itself as a working-through of the many questions arising naturally out of its own conception.

Alongside this work, the thesis also features my translations of texts—or of fragments of texts—Dby five
writers whose own practices, in some way or other, have also passed through Antananarivo: Jean-Joseph
Rabeativelo’s Nadika tamin'ny alina | Traduit de la Nuit, Jean-Luc Rahatimanana’s triptych Enlacement(s); Julia
Serensen’s Cocon-fort,; Johary Ravaloson’s Antananarivo intime: carnet de crise; and a Facebook post by Joey
Aresoa. These translations are presented as an extension of my writing practice. They also offer an oblique

commentary on my own encounters with Antananarivo in lbataona, fahavaratra, fararano, and ririnina.

The thesis presents a collection of photographs; setting up another strand of dialogue with the writing and

bringing a reader who is unfamiliar with Antananarivo a touch closer to the origins of the writing.

The thesis also explores what it experiences as a lack of fit, epistemologically speaking, between the above
writing as research and the language of the institutional framework into which it is placed here for a PhD
in Creative and Critical Writing. The section away from Descartes looks at work by a handful of contemporary
Western writers whose unease with a Western rationalist orientation speaks to this lack of fit. This section
includes reflections on some of the potential pitfalls in moving away from this orientation in academic
writing. The section [unjethical matters locates and critiques that same orientation in the language of two
procedural checkpoints that this thesis has journeyed through: Probationary Review and Ethical Clearance.

This section adopts a mode of inquiry via negative space that is omnipresent in Antananarivo.

The thesis opens with some lyrical writing in the present tense from a stretch of the river Dart in the UK.
Written between July 2022 and April 2023, this work is self-consciously experimental in exploring what
happens when my writing is disconnected—geographically, at least—from Antananarivo. Interwoven
between introductory remarks, it also serves to link the thesis with my notational practice up front; it serves
to link the thesis with its title; and so it introduces, too, the fundamentally performative nature of the thesis,

which is essential to its functioning. The thesis is not divided into “creative” and “critical”.
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We went on a journey, my friend and I, at night in a very long train...

the name of the train was thought.

We journeyed, journeyed on through the night to the end of a very long line...

the name of the place was nought.

—BRYAN ILLSLEY, from The Great Book of Nonsense (unpublished)
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July 2022 — April 2023, Dartington

5.06

in the upper reaches

under the leaves,

wrecking the dark
dappling
on a forest path

an untroubling

where things are brackish,

shafts

right through the highest bit

of the riverbed

don’t look under the rocks, let it all be

Almost fifteen years ago, I moved to Antananarivo to learn how to write. The writing you will find here is

that writing.

It is not about that city.

But the formation of my writing practice, as things have turned out, has been inseparable from it. In some

way I grew up all over again in Antananarivo.

This thesis, first and foremost, is a presentation of the formation of that writing practice.
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loosening a rock and

/ amalona?

For a short while in early 2007 I was living with a family friend near Paris. At some point during that period,
I started clipping a pen inside the right pocket of my trousers3. It soon came to feel like I was missing

something if I left the house one morning without it.

1 was thinking about how to set about becoming a freelance foreign correspondent; a “stringet” in
journalistic parlance. I’d done a couple of short internships on the foreign desks of national newspapers in
the UK. But I was conscious that I couldn’t yet know for sure if this kind of work, and the lifestyle that
goes with it, was something I would be suited to in reality. So I did a “hostile environment safety training”
course. I made some useful journalistic contacts in Paris. I worked hard on the kind of French I thought
I’d need as a journalist. I had nothing keeping me in the UK. I had the money for a scoping visit to
Madagascar; and a passport that would get me a visa without complication. And one evening in early April

that year, that was where I went.

I had meticulously avoided reading about Madagascar before departure.

way up | above the roof, now | the sycamore releasing its seeds | gust | in the ferns, parsley, everything |

and I brace

I returned to the UK about six weeks later.

? freshwater eel

3 An orange and white BiC “original fine” ballpoint pen in four colours. On a clothes rack in the next
door room as I write this are some jeans with a new redbluegreen stain on one leg. The offending pen
rattling around in the washing machine yesterday was of the same kind.
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For half of the trip, I had spent what time I could picking the brains of journalists and ex-journalists based
in Antananarivo (Malagasy, French, British). For the other half of it, I had bought a taxi-brousse* ticket and

had headed out of the capital, and then out of Madagascar’s central highlands, south.

pm heat, smell-of-the-ferns
iron rod fused | with stone | parr, minnows | in the shallows, bullhead’s | tail | greygreen quartz | near-
black | gulley under | almost a boat-of-roots, tugging | at the rushes | sapling, twisting | accretions of

foam

what’s left | standing, sticky-out | the slime- | -in-places, all things | ruddied | furling, tangled | in

themselves

and all afternoon

people ermmerging out of the forest | in various states | of startlement

Once back in the UK, I transferred a regular writing practice I had begun while in Madagascar from a big

notepad to small A6 artists’ sketchbooks.

I had decided to set about becoming a writer, whatever that would end up looking like for me.

(Exactly the same kind of sketchbook sits to the right of the keyboard under my 2023 diary, as I type this.)

what would’ve been 3-something

Orion’s belt

# Minibuses used for public transport across Madagascar.
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still unable to tell
pebble

from leaf,

oak from ash from alder from beech, still

forest as edge

not depth

and the joy of an external door

ajar

all night

I lived with my parents and found casual work redecorating a pub. I made a handful of radio documentaries
and gained some experience of producing international news broadcasts. I continued building journalistic

contacts of the kind I thought would be useful to me.

In August 2008 I applied for a role filing news stories and photographs for a global newswire agency from
Madagascar. (A “string”, in journalistic parlance.) I got it, and so I returned to Antananarivo and set about
making a life for myself there. I hoped this new work would also open a door onto the kind of experiences

I could also, in due course, draw on as a writer.

on the island
water up a good foot, at least. dippers more present. knowing i will find a way back, but the water level is

menacing. state of the cow parsley a reminder that things end, move on. smacking on a beech leaf. it'll be

okay. everything’ll be okay
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Through the long northern hemisphere winter of 2021-2022, I sat down and read carefully through the
writing that had ended up in what was, by then, about two hundred A6 sketchbooks, dating back to 2007.

I circled with a pencil language that I felt, in some way or other, held promise; that could be worked into
something. At the end of this reading and circling for each sketchbook, I typed up what had been circled

in 2 Word document.

I printed off this document (in the end about 530 pages, all in) and had it put into six ring binders.

I read back through the writing in each ring binder and circled with a pencil language that stood out.

I read back through one further time and placed some sticky labels on the pages of the now-circled language.

I then opened all pages with a sticky label, located the now-circled language in the Word document, and

copied and pasted it onto a fresh document. That document was the starting point for the four sections

you will find here: lohataona, fahavaratra, fararano, and ririnina.

Some fresh writing was then added to fabavaratra in late 2022 and early 2023.

I will try not to comment directly on what is contained in these four sections—other than summarising, as

best I can, why it is presented here in the way that it is.

tomorrow: focus on oak leaves
how they start by floating, then half-submerged, then at some point

towards

Antananarivo sits about 4,000 feet up above the Indian Ocean. It is, for me, blessed with its natural climate.
I have always found myself to be highly sensitive to the weather there; and so also to the changing seasons.
My memory synchronises itself to the clock of the changing seasons to quite an extreme degree, such that

when a new September, say, clicks round (marking the end of the southern hemisphere winter), in some

> = spring, summer, autumn and winter.
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way I feel closer to Septembers of the past than to the August immediately passed. I’'m not suggesting this
is particularly unusual, but I experience it to quite a pronounced degree. The implications of this for my
writing are quite pronounced, too, therefore: time, in my writing, has never felt straightforwardly linear.

The above, along with an encounter in 2021 with the poet, Gillian Clarke’s, essay-journal Roots Home

suggested to me that the natural form for the writing presented here should be as you now find it: moving

slowly through the cycle of a year, with different years moving together, in parallel.”

the water more powerful today, more going somewhere

chopped-up slate, riverglass, china flecks, grit. and all of the extra matter rotting along it, everything going

the same way

still some light-in-the-larches

<

vintsy®

to have got to this, today

and that it mustn’t matter in the least if I write something

or not

¢ Gillian Clarke, Roozs Homse: Essays and a Journal (Manchester: Carcanet Press, 2021).

7 While putting finishing touches to the thesis, I have also come across the poet Zoé Skoulding’s
fascinating book 4 Revolutionary Calendar, which ‘maps out a temporal intersection, bringing historico-
political time (linear and progressive) into conjuncture with seasonal agricultural time (cyclical and
recursive)’. Zoé Skoulding, A Revolutionary Calendar (Swindon: Shearsman Books, 2020), back cover.

8 kingfisher

17



Likewise in relation to places in my writing: being in / writing from a particular spot immediately brings

with it a sense of close alignment with previous occasions at that spot.

And so I have often marked a particular location in lohataona, fabavaratra, fararano, and ririnina: either a place
where the writing was actually written, or a place that the writing is concerned with; a place it had travelled
through, as it were. It is possible that needing to put a “dateline” when writing newswires as a journalist is
an influence here. Likewise, the newswire-like form of updates on the news page of the Orange.mg website?,
which I've found a useful resource over the years, including for my own safety at times of tension on the

streets of Antananarivo.

All together, this form for the writing also has the advantage of partially disrupting linear time. Only partially
because in the course of the four sections it still, I hope, allows for a gradual filling-in of a context
surrounding it; for the emergence of things for you, the reader, to follow the development of. It also seemed
to make sense to separate these four sections from one another and space them out over the course of the
thesis; to heighten the sense of something developing and, I hope, also to provide you with breathing space,

helping you avoid reaching saturation point with any one register of writing.

I will mention two locations in particular here, since they come up repeatedly.

Isoraka is a small neighbourhood that was my home in Antananarivo between 2008 and 2017. For readers
not familiar with the city, it sits on a small promontory: with the city’s poorest neighbourhoods arcing round
to the west; Antananarivo’s central boulevard in Analakely, the avenue de I'indépendence, to the north; the
Ambohitsorohitra Presidential Palace and an assortment of street stalls, catés, shops, hotels, banks, and the
city’s central post office around a small garden in Antaninarenina just to the east; and a lake, Lac Anosy, to

the south, beyond which lie an old luxury hotel, the offices of state media and most government ministries.

A mile or so to the east, Ampasanimalo is a partially wooded and hilly neighbourhood that has been my
home in Antananarivo since 2017. On another, more thoroughly wooded, hill just to the north at Mausolée
is a memorial to the Malagasy people who died during a large rebellion against French colonial rule in 1947
and, close by, the main barracks of the Gendarmerie (military police); within walking distance to the east is
the University of Antananarivo campus; to the south, a densely populated valley; and to the west, looking
towards the city centre, is a prison and clusters of small businesses lining a major ring road, the route

circulaire.

9 https:/ /actu.orange.mg/.

18



on Staverton bridge,

swelling catkins
apple pips
rain from the west,

roughly

first alcove:
a mature oak smashed

up,
pinioned on one of the arekes buttresses

the riverbed
murked over, now

heavily laden

the pink and slate and
greens,
the very beginnings

of a thickening-out

day of almost nonstop rain, washed out with bug. am resourceful, but there are limits.

the two men playing chess in a polytunnel

as it beats on down
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Alongside work on my writing, from 2010 onwards, I have also taught in Antananarivo. (I stopped working
as a journalist in 2009.) Some of this teaching has been English-as-a-foreign-language teaching. The rest
has been in the English department at the University of Antananarivo where, in June 2011, I got a job
effectively setting up a creative writing unit. Over ten academic years thereafter, I had the joy of designing
from scratch, teaching and, at times, leading other teachers on a variety of courses; initially to big groups of
100-150 undergraduates; and, increasingly, to small groups (2-10) of masters students with specialised

interests.

I will share here a few general thoughts about my experience from this work, since it has informed my
writing over the years; and my encounter with the institutional framework within which this thesis sits.
Whether with simple sense-based tasks in workshops along the edges of eucalyptus woodland by the
“Prefa” block on the university campus; or empathy-based tasks in workshops in amongst the din and
fumes of Analakely and Ambohijatovo in the city centre, outdoor workshopping has always been at the
core of this teaching—trying to catalyse in students a fuller state of reflectiveness; with that one foot always
outside of the classroom door, as it were. I’ve also tried to impress on students the usefulness of cultivating
their own journal practice—of learning to notice better, essentially. And I have tried to keep space in class
for any additional reflection from that practice to feed back into shared activities; and on into assessed
work, if students wish. As my understanding of Malagasy cultures has become sharper over time, I’ve also
increasingly tried to structure teaching in some kind of relation to culturally-specific phenomena: looking
at traditional forms of performativity in the highlands of Madagascar within writing workshops, say; or
encouraging masters students to work together and write in the Malagasy-French-English composite 'vary
amin’anana' that is, in reality, their first language.10 There is an ethics to doing this: it is part of my trying to
make clear to students I acknowledge their cultural identities in our work. But I also believe it makes for a
richer learning experience all round. In not insisting that inquiry be framed in any one way, I’ve had
fascinating insights into new ways of talking about the world. Conversely, my sense has been that being
able to lean into English has enabled my students to find new ways of transcending particular Malagasy

taboos without losing face.

Towards the end of 2019, I designed and taught two 50-hour masters courses, entitled Gender Dynamics in
Poetic Language and Shaping Silences: Langnage, Ethnicity and Otherness in Madagascar. Under the place-marker
“University of Antananarivo”, I have included writing derived from notation made during these particular
cycles of teaching in the lohataona and fabavaratra sections of this thesis. Gender Dynamics in Poetic Langnage
was a course for M1 (first-year masters) students; one group of five students majoring in English Literature

and another group of five students majoring in Gender Studies. Shaping Silences: Language, Ethnicity and

10 From ‘vary’ (rice) and ‘anana’ (a kind of leafy green vegetable found all over Madagascar): a dish. The
anana is chopped into tiny pieces and mixed in with the rice. As a composite language, vary amin’anana is
normally a mix of a Malagasy dialect and French. However, because of the English in their lives, the vary
amin’anana spoken by students at the University of Antananarivo is more commonly trilingual.
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Otherness in Madagascar was a course for an M2 (second-year masters) group of four students, majoring in
English Literature. Run as twice-weekly seminars of three hours with a short break, I tried to keep my level
of participation in proportion to the size of the group, such that in working with five students, say, I was
not speaking for more than 1/6t% of the time. Students moved freely—often within the same sentence—
between English and vary amin’anana. I chose the English texts and students chose the Malagasy texts.
Notes I made during the teaching of these courses served both (a) as a teaching aid for myself and (b) as
writing that fed into my doctoral thesis. And so, exceptionally for my notation practice, these notes were
made partly with a reader other than myself in mind; hence, in places, the explanations of things that I
would myself understand implicitly. Students were aware that my taking notes on our work together in the
course of teaching time also fed into my doctoral research. After consultation and careful consideration,
my sense was that not one of them was uncomfortable with this. (In my view, neither written nor verbal
consent of the kind that is conventional in an ethical research practice in the arts and humanities in the UK
can necessarily be taken as consent if applied to a research setting in Antananarivo. See the [unjethical matters
section of this thesis for some further discussion of this.) I have included fragments of students’ spoken
exchanges here, but not of their written work. I have omitted the names of all students in these groups,
marking each simply with a double underscore, “__”. This practice of anonymising is also in keeping with
my approach to anonymising elsewhere in this thesis, across lbataona, fabavaratra, fararano, and ririnina. It is
my hope that as with much of the ethnographic writing of Kathleen Stewart, for example (encountered in
the away from Descartes section of this thesis), the decision to quote “interlocutors” whilst not disclosing their
identities in this way strikes the right balance between my wish as a writer to preserve the vitality of the
language, and my ethical duty to protect each of the individual students I had the pleasure and privilege of

working with.

slumped, queasy in amongst the ivy and garlic and goosegrass and lords and ladies and bramble and nettles

and radio 4

reasoned argnment

personally-felt buzzard testimony,

a sea change in where we think knowledge
and authority come from

who knows more

about __, __or__—

soneone
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who’s experienced it,

or someone who’s studied it?

pungency
of six months’ rotting

under the ivy

expertise,

shared empirical standards'!

squatting, spreadeagled
buttocks presented, a faceful of moss

and lichen

I have also selected, translated and am presenting here alongside lobataona, fahavaratra, fararano, and ririnina
a small amount of work by five writers whose practices, one way or another, have also passed through
Antananarivo. These writers are: Jean-Joseph Rabearivelo, Jean-Luc Raharimanana, Julia Serensen, Johary

Ravaloson, and Joey Aresoa.

Entitled respectively, From Jean-Joseph, From Jean-Luc, From Julia, From Johary and From Joey, these translations
amount, together, to a polyphony of voices; to be read alongside those in lbataona, fabavaratra, fararano, and
ririnina. My approach to aligning these two sets of multiple registers (and so to selecting the particular five

authors and texts that you will find here) has been guided above all by the following considerations:

I have been keen to work with texts which (like the writing in lohataona, fahavaratra, fararano, and ririnina),
whilst not necessarily understanding themselves to be abont Antananarivo, are nevertheless very much ofit,
in the sense that they are discernibly the product of each writer’s particular relationship with that city and
its surroundings. To be clear, this does not mean that these translated texts are presented here together as
being representative of a national poetic tradition in Madagascar. On the contrary, in an era of
“transnational experience” (in which I include Madagascar’s and Malagasy people’s experience of French

colonialism and neo-colonialism), each of the source texts selected may be seen to resist such a notion.

[ Feel Therefore I am, Episode 1, From Facts to Feelings. BBC Radio 4. 20 March 2023, 23:00. (Listening on
29 March via BBC Sounds: https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m001j43d.) A radio programme about
experiential knowledge.
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Indeed, their authors have been carefully selected here, in part, precisely on account of the diverse ways

that each of their lives, literary influences and identities as individuals transcend borders.

Likewise, chiming with the writing in /lohataona, fahavaratra, fararano, and ririnina taken together as a whole,
my selection of these particular five source texts was guided in general by a wish to maximise formal and
stylistic variety in the body of translated writing presented. Similarly, in terms of specific geographical and
temporal reference points across From Jean-Joseph, From Jean-Luc, From Julia, From Jobary and From Joey, these
texts have been carefully selected for translation and are presented here in order, as a whole, to offer the

greatest possible overlap with those in /lobataona, fabavaratra, fararano, and ririnina.

As I hope will be clear, there are also moments in the translations that resonate with questions raised in the

away from Descartes and [un]ethical matters sections of the thesis.

I would like here to offer a few remarks about my approach as a “creative writer”, practically and
theoretically, to the task of translation in relation to certain aspects of discourse in the field of literary
translation (centred in the Anglophone “Global North”). Of course, as this is not strictly a thesis in literary

translation, these remarks will remain relatively brief and introductory in nature.

As will, I expect, become clear from parts of the writing found in lbataona, fahavaratra, fararano, and ririnina,
I am intensely interested as a poet in the strange contiguities that sometimes arise in resisting the hunt for

dynamic or functional equivalence, in favour of preserving, instead, “literal” meaning or formal

equivalence.!? The prevalence in Antananarivo of both French and Malagasy—and, in particular, the
delights of everyday conversation over many years in and between languages of such very contrasting
sensibilities—is no doubt partly at the root of this interest!3. It seemed appropriate, therefore, that in the

course of translating each of the five source texts here, I should remain similatly inclined. This approach

12] am conscious here, of coutse, of the many vexed questions around notions of “equivalence” in
literary translation studies, including of the argument that “literal” translation is impossible in the sense
that any modification of the source text in a target language is already an interference too far on the part
of the translator’s subjectivity. As Peter Bush has it, for example, “There can be no such thing as a literal
translation in a drafting process. The first draft is the first stab at the rewriting; at an imaginative
transformation in which the translator is reconnoitring the territory for the new literary language’. For me
as a poet, this nevertheless does not dispose of the basic distinction between forms of equivalence
(above) derived from the field of linguistics. See Bush, P. and Bassnett, S. (2006) The Translator as Writer.
London: Continuum, p. 30, as cited by Rossi, C. (2018) ‘Literary Translation and Disciplinary Boundaries:
Creative Writing and Interdisciplinarity’ in Van Wyke, B. and Washbourne, K (eds.) The Routledge
Handbook of Literary Translation, p. 47. (Secondary referencing is unavoidable here as Bush and Bassnett’s
book is not freely accessible in e-book format. It should be noted in the context of academic conventions
discouraging secondary referencing that there would be no possibility of accessing such a book—either in
physical or, most likely, digital format—for a graduate reseatrcher at, say, the University of Antananativo.)
13 The Malagasy spoken in Antananarivo tends to favour directness as a last resort, while the tendency of
the French language, to generalise, is arguably towards the opposite; preserving “literal” meaning from
Malagasy in French and vice versa can therefore be enormous fun.
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extends beyond content to form. Indeed, in translating every single source text, I have mostly tried to avoid
the temptation to modify and adapt indentations, line and stanza breaks, etc simply on the grounds that the
original form jars with the way that I myself might prefer to handle white space on the page. (The recent
“creative” turn in translation studies seems to encourage me to see the five translated texts here as an
extension of my own practice as a creative writer, albeit in a writing that is collaborative, dialogical with that
of the author in an obvious way.!"* But I have felt strongly that the presence of the source texts’ authors
should remain as distinctive as possible in the translated text—including, by dint of their very differences,
to maximise the five translated texts’ ability to offer an oblique commentary on the writing in /lohataona,
fabavaratra, fararano, and ririnina; and vice versa. Needless to say the same goes, in turn, for the relation
between each of the translated texts. And formal idiosyncrasies in the source text are, of course, a vital part
of their fabric.)!> An exception to this approach has been my decision to extend to the translation of three1¢
out of the five source texts included here an editing process that has become second nature to me in the
course of assembling lohataona, fahavaratra, fararano, and ririnina out of the writing in two hundred or so A6
sketchbooks—namely, the use of a fragmentary form; a form that of course excludes altogether from the
translated text other fragments, sometimes very large fragments amounting together to the majority of the
source text. To do so is clearly a consequential decision, methodologically. As Sinéad Gleeson writes in a
2020 online essay on the non-linear form, ‘A collection of essays is by its nature, already in fragments. Each
piece is discrete and self-contained.”'” The same can, I firmly hope, be said of any part of this thesis in
relation to the whole: my widespread use of the fragmentary form as method has been a crucial part of
building a space that is intended to be, like a poem, an open dwelling. When applied to the use of the
fragment in literary translation, again, the recent “creative” turn in translation studies would seem to validate
such 2 move on the grounds that literary translation may quite legitimately be seen as the writing of a
reading; that the literary translator is a writer in their own right, whose work stands simply in relation to the

author of the source text. And as this is a Creative and Critical Writing thesis, such a justification does not

14 ’m mindful in particular of work in this area by Clive Scott. See, especially: Scott, C. (2006) “Translation
and the Spaces of Reading’ in E. Loffredo and M. Perteghella (eds.) Translation and Creativity: Perspectives on
Creative Writing and Translation Studies. London: Continuum, pp. 34-46.

15> On the question of the inclusion in this thesis (or not) of the source texts: as part of specialist
consultation sought from Dr. Cecilia Rossi of the British Centre for Literary Translation in relation to the
presentation of these five translations, I was advised that this was not necessary (nor, arguably, advisable
owing to space constraints) because this is a Creative and Critical Writing thesis. The acknowledgement of
translation extracts as an extension of my “creative” work submitted, it was agreed, would suffice.

16 judged it appropriate to present translations of two source texts in their entirety so as to achieve a
formal diversity across the five translated texts, as a whole, that could be seen to adequately reflect the
variety of forms found across lbataona, fahavaratra, fararano, and ririnina. These two source texts are, by
some measure, the shortest source texts of the five selected. The first is a full sequence of thirty lyric
poems using numbers exactly in a manner featured in parts of lbataona, fahavaratra, fararano, and ririnina,
the other, snatched from the pages of a social media platform in a way that bears comparison with certain
passages in lobataona, fabavaratra, fararano, and ririnina, is very short and, somewhat journalistic in content,
can perhaps be considered a fragment in its own right. Details of each are at the end of this sub-section.

17 Gleeson, S. (2020) Fragmented Narratives Are Broken, Independent, and Honest. Literary Hub [online].
Available at: https://lithub.com/fragmented-narratives-are-broken-independent-and-honest
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seem out of place here!8. There is also a practical consideration: it would not be possible in the space
available to translate these five source texts (three of which are book-length) in full; and nor, clearly, would
such a move be in line with the purpose, as has already been stated, of setting up the five translated texts
as interlocutors—formally, stylistically, and otherwise—of the multiple registers contained within lohataona,
fabavaratra, fararano, and ririnina. 1t is also worth noting that each of the three translated texts featuring
fragmented language use already, in their different ways, adopted fragmented forms in their full versions as
source texts. My handling of the language contained in each is in a sense, therefore, either a continuation
of a process already initiated by the author themselves; or at least arguably in the spirit of such a process.
“True translation’, John Berger wrote, shortly before his death in 2017, ‘is not a binary affair between two
languages but a triangular affair. The third point of the triangle being what lay behind the words of the
original text before it was written. True translation demands a return to the pre-verbal.”!? There is a further,
final, consideration that I would like to touch on here, in the context of debates in translation studies around
approaches to the act of reading in the “initial phase” of translating a source text?0. Whilst studying for an
MA in Creative Writing: Poetry at UEA in 2014-2015, I was able to indulge my interest in translating poetry
by attending workshop seminars for students on the MA in Literary Translation at the British Centre for
Literary Translation; and, later in 2015 at the beginning of my PhD studies, I attended a BCLT symposium
on the concept of untranslatability?!. Other than the above, I have no formal training in literary translation
and very little institutional experience to draw on as a literary translator in that moment in which I first
encounter a source text. However, in regard to translating writing associated with Antananarivo and its
surroundings, at least, I am not convinced that necessarily puts me at a disadvantage. To evoke John
Berger’s ‘pre-verbal’, after many years of living and writing in that city, it would be nice to think I have

other useful skills to turn to.

It remains for me here to say a little more by way of introduction to these five writers, and about the nature

of my interest in the particular source texts selected.

18 Recent critical literature on experimental forms of translation as a part of contemporary creative-critical
practice encourages creative-critical writers to be bolder still; with increasing emphasis placed on
performativity, positively inviting “manipulation”, etc. As Delphine Grass writes, ‘multimodal and
creative-writing translation experiments can be used to engage critically with translation theory and
criticism in ways more conventional forms of academic writing might not be able to do. Conversely, by
materialising language through translation, translation as creative-critical practice extends the material
textures of creative-critical practice beyond writing and authorship as traditionally understood’. See
Delphine Grass, Translation as Creative—Critical Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023).
Available at: https://www-cambridge-org.uea.idm.oclc.org/core/elements/translation-as-creativecritical-
practice/CAB7EFF5BFA456C0D33BA241566B797D

19 John Berger, Confabulations. (London: Penguin, 2016), p. 4.

20 T am thinking here of some of the lenses through which the act of reading in literary translation may be
primarily understood: as cognitive; or as phenomenological, etc. I am conscious of the extensive work by
Jean Boase-Beier in this area.

21 6t International Postgraduate Translation Symposium, held at the University of East Anglia. See:
https://tresearch-portal.uea.ac.uk/en/activities/ 6th-international-postgraduate-translation-symposium
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My first close encounter with the writing of Jean-Joseph Rabearivelo (1901 or 190322 — 1937) was at a large
contemporary art festival in Antananarivo in April 2011 curated by the artist Joél Andrianomearisoa, entitled
30 et Presque Songes—a riff on Rabearivelo’s famous wotk Sari-nofy (Something-resembling-a-dreanm) | Presque-
songes (Almost-dreams). Casually googling Jean-Joseph Rabearivelo throws up references to Africa’s first modern
poet; ot the modernist Malagasy poet, or the first major French-language poet in Africa; ot a pure African surrealist; or
the great African surrealist, etc. Certainly, the influence of French modernist poetry is present across
Rabearivelo’s later work—especially so in a sequence of thirty poems called Nadika tanin’ny alina (Translated
During the Night) | Traduit de la Nuit (Translated From the Night), which T have translated here?. T have selected
this text as it is a particularly fine example of Rabearivelo’s signature fusion of surrealist technique with his
sensitivity to the highland landscape which in his time, as now, just about, reaches right into the heart of
Antananarivo (and is an abiding presence in my own writing in /lobataona, fabavaratra, fararano, and ririnina).
The result is some surprising and sometimes extraordinarily delicate imagery. As with quite a lot of his lyric
poetry, Rabearivelo wrote this particular sequence of poems in Malagasy and in French.?* My translation
here is the only English translation I am aware of that is based on the Malagasy version.?> Rabearivelo was

never able to visit France.

The writer and artist Jean-Luc Raharimanana, also known as Raharimanana, was born in 1967. He grew up
in Antananarivo, settling in France in his twenties. He has been primarily based there since, whilst
maintaining links to Madagascar. In 2013, or thereabouts, I attended an event he hosted at the French
cultural centre in Antananarivo and was transfixed: both by his writing and by his electrifying presence as a
performer. Raharimanana is also a gifted musician and a gifted photographer. His father, a history professor
at the University of Antananarivo and an outspoken social and political commentator, was famously
arrested and tortured in 2004. I have chosen to translate here fragments of Raharimanana’s 2012 triptych,
entitled Enlacement(s)—in English, Intertwining(s)—,comprising Des ruines, (Ruins); Obscena (Obscene), and 1/
n’y a plus de pays (There Is No More Country)®°. A characteristically genre-defying piece of work, the three books

come, fittingly, in an unusually-shaped, bookshelf-defying presentation box, about 45cm long by 20cm

22 The likely year of Rabearivelo’s birth, as it appears on Wikipedia. It is given as 1903 in (eds). Laurence
Ink, Serge Meitinger, Liliane Ramarosoa, Claire Riffard, Jean-Joseph Rabearivelo, Euvres completes: Tome 1.
(Paris: CNRS Editions, 2012), back cover.

23 If Rabearivelo’s otiginal manusctipt for Nadika tamin’ny alina | Translated From the Night is to be believed,
it was written as a direct continuation of Sari-nofy / Presque-songes. See Ink, Meitinger, Ramarosoa and
Riffard (eds), Jean-Joseph Rabearivelo, Euvres completes: Tome I, p. 619

24 One can only guess at what Rabearivelo’s method was in the writing of these poems as he went along.
But my own assessment is that it is not as simple as the same poem being translated from the one
language into the other: in various places, where a near-identical similarity between what is in French and
what is in Malagasy would have been petfectly possible, there has seemingly been no attempt to ensure
this.

%5 The American contemporary artist Robert (Bob) Zillet’s 2007 translations are evidently based on the
French poems. (See Robert Ziller, Translated from the Night: Rabearivelo (New York: Lascaux Editions,
2007.)

2 Jean-Luc Raharimanana, Enlacement(s) (La Roque d’Anthéron: Editions Vents d'ailleurs, 2012).
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wide. I will not attempt here to be precise about how—that would be a reductive, ultimately futile exercise—
but I can certainly say that upon first encountering it, the language pulsing through Enlacement(s) appeared
to come from somewhere that was instantly recognisable: Enlacemnent(s) contains an extraordinarily deft
handling of certain concerns with which I feel that I, too, have been grappling, naturally in a quite different
way, since my work as a journalist. It seems appropriate, therefore, that I should attempt to work with it
here as a source text. I have not yet had the pleasure of meeting Jean-Luc Raharimanana in person, but he

has kindly given me permission to include these translations of his work here.

I had the pleasure of spending some time with the Swiss writer and artist Julia Serensen (born 1979) in
Antananarivo in 2011; and of crossing paths with her again briefly at her home in Switzerland in 2015. One
day in June 2011, we had a walk around central Antananarivo together; including (I can no longer remember
why) the redbrick grounds of an old catholic school. We talked of our artistic / photographic / literary
interests at the time: we shared an admiration for the writing of John Berger. Before she left Madagascar in
2011, Julia gave me a printout of the manuscript for her book-in-progress, Cocon-fort (a play on the word
for ‘cocoon’ (‘cocor’), ‘strong’ (‘fort’) and ‘comfort’ (‘confort’) in French). This book was published in
French the following year.?” It was only years later, in 2022, that I sat down propetly with this fascinating
writing, ordered in book form from Amazon.fr. (The manuscript was out of reach at the time, on a
bookshelf at my home in Antananarivo.) In both form and content, there seemed to me to be striking
similarities between Cocon-fort and aspects of what I had been attempting in the writing presented here in
lohataona, fabavaratra, fararano, and ririnina.®® Julia has therefore kindly agreed for my translations of fragments

of Cocon-fort to be included here.

I knew Johary Ravaloson (born 1965) by sight long before we met: I would pass him in Antaninarenina;
not far from his office. He was pointed out to me as being a lawyer before I knew anything about his writing
and publishing work. (He and his wife Sophie Bazin, an artist and photographer, founded the fabulous
imprint, Fditions Dodo Vole, showcasing art works and literature from across the Indian Ocean.) Johary
has lived between Madagascar, La Réunion and France. When we met in 2016, he, Sophie and family were
preparing to leave Antananarivo, having spent several years there during more or less the same period I had
been living there. It is Johary’s writing emerging out of this tumultuous period which is of particular interest
to me, here. Antananarivo intime: carnet de crise (Intimate Antananarivo: notebook from a crisis) was published in
2020, but I only came across it in a French language bookshop in Antananarivo in 2022%. Printed on

beautiful thick, textured paper, it is a collection of short stories from that period, interspersed with a striking

27 Julia Serensen, Cocon-fort (Geneve: éditions des sauvages, 2012).

28 The blurb on the back cover of Cocon-fort reads: ‘Small or large anxieties from daily life, captured or
extrapolated, transformed into pieces of fiction. Taken to Madagascar by a project, the author gathers
moments of fragility...” Serensen, Cocon-fort, back cover.

2 Johary Ravaloson (author) and Sophie Bazin (photographer), Antananarivo intime: carnet de crise (La
Réunion: Editions Dodo vole, 2020).

27



assortment of photographs taken by Sophie; formally-speaking, in a way that is similar to the way text and
photographs inhabit the pages of lbataona, fabavaratra, fararano, and ririnina. 1 have therefore selected and

translated extracts from five of these short stories. This work is included here with Johary’s kind permission.

The painter and poet Joey Aresoa (born 1986) is a friend. I don’t remember where and when we first met.
But I vividly remember her occasional performances at events hosted by a poetry syndicate in Madagascar,
the Faribolana Sandratra, before we had met. Joey has lived in Antananarivo for many years. However, part
of her family is from the far southwest of Madagascar, a region associated with the Mahafaly ethnic group.
She grew up in the city of Mahajanga in the northwest; and also has family ties to Antananarivo, where she
lives today. Joey’s Madagascar is therefore quite different to the one I have come to know. She writes across
languages: using French, the kind of Malagasy spoken in Antananarivo with which I am familiar; and the
Mahafaly dialect, often mixing them. She also occasionally writes in English. There is a panoramic viewpoint
in Ambohipotsy, at the spot where the road winding up and along the hill that is the historic heart of
Antananarivo finally comes to an end. It is a special corner of the city: a bubble of calm that still, just about,
feels rural. The view southwards over rooftops, across ricefields and eventually to a mountain,
Tsiafajavona®, is wonderful. And the calm of the area also affords precious privacy—especially, perhaps,
for young people who otherwise live with their respective parents. It is a corner of the city that has offered
me tremendous solace over the years, too. The viewpoint itself features a concrete structure with a roof.
Over time, the walls, pillars, and the entire roof filled up with myriad utterances; scratched with a stone, in
pen, spray-paint, anything that would write. In March 2021, the Commune Urbaine d’Antananarivo
(Antananarivo’s City Council) painted over the lot. I have chosen to translate and include here a small post
Joey put out in French on Facebook in March 2021 in response to that act; included here with Joey’s kind
permission3. Such a post; such an act; such utterances have for me a literary significance equal to any

writing associated with Antananarivo and its surroundings. And so they belong here, too.

given up on the idea of getting writing done—of the kind I’d like. just feeling bollocks. but the right spot,

I have found

1t would obviously be impossible to list here the innumerable inspirations for and influences on my writing

over such a long period. But I will mention a few in passing.

30 From ‘tsy’ (not) ‘afaka’ (free, free of) javona’ (mist).
31 Facebook post by Joey Aresoa. Aresoa Rezomiha [Facebook]. 10 March 2021. Available at:
https:/ /www.facebook.com/joey.aresoa. Accessed 30 April 2023 and on numerous occasions previously.
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In the last two or three years, I have been re-reading the work of Carl Phillips, Peter Gizzi and Fiona Benson
more than that of other poets. Anne Carson’s If No#, Winter: Fragments of Sappho will have been an influence
on my approach to handling the language in my A6 sketchbooks: an enjoyment of using negative space
suggestively; and of pared down but highly image-rich language. Likewise, in thinking about ways of
working with fragmented language, coming across Oli Hazzard’s use of the vertical bar (|) in Within Habit
a number of years ago. Ocean Vuong’s use of footnotes as part of the body of a poem in Night Sky with
Exit Wounds features somewhere, no doubt, in the course of my own experimentation with footnote use
over time, including with academic footnotes in this thesis. The formal experimentation in Harriet Tarlo’s
book The Ground Aslant: An Anthology of Radical Landscape Poetry has offered much encouragement,
introducing me to the work of Carol Watts and Zoé Skoulding, as well as that of Tarlo herself; and
prompting a rediscovery of the writing of Thomas A. Clark. I think it was reading Lawrence Durrell’s book,
ot books, The Alexandria Quartet when 1 was a teenager that first taught me lyrical writing doesn’t necessarily
mean a book of poems. I had found the mechanical way in which English literature was taught throughout
my school days off-putting. And so, for better or worse, I parted ways with it as soon as I had the chance.
I first discovered contemporary poetry in English in Madagascar, in having to teach with it. The poetry I

have returned to most often in my own teaching is Lavinia Greenlaw’s project Audio Obscura.

I would also like to mention here a small number of other writers: other lights on a literary landscape in
Madagascar who, in their different ways, have also been instrumental in the development of this project.
Firstly, the late Henri Rahaingoson, a grand wizard of the Malagasy language, with research interests in
other Indian Ocean languages as a linguistician that had taken him as far as Mogadishu. I have been
fortunate to get to know the novelist and literary activist Michele Rakotoson. It was Michele’s eagle eyes
on Malagasy cultures which first drew my attention to the signifying weight of silence. And her generosity
in opening up her home to me and other writers has afforded me invaluable insights into traditional ways
of life in the Malagasy highlands. I have never encountered anything like the poetic rantings of Iriana
Mpisorona when in full flow. And packed events he has hosted over the years with his fellow members of
the Faribolana Sandratra poets’ syndicate, Riambola Mitia, Avelo Nidor, Tahirintsoa, and others (sometimes
I would have to join people lying under tables to squeeze in!) have always been an inspiration. And in
thinking of the bilingualism that characterises so much contemporary poetry in Madagascar (which lends it
its own kind of performativity), witnessing Na Hassi’s performance of her Progodik in December 2016 in

person still feels like a formative event for me as a writer.3?

However, my induction into the poetic qualities of the Malagasy language and its various dialects and blends

has not, primarily, been through reading or hearing literary works; but in my everyday life in Antananarivo.

32 See: https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=VRGR1AeKpKS.
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My being immersed over such a long period in a language operating according to an internal logic that is

very different indeed to English will, undoubtedly, have trickled into how I write.3

talk of lights

__says the bend in the river is known for being dark | and yet | | paint

what you feel, not | what you see

I had the gift of a free-roaming, rural childhood. And the home environment I grew up in was infused with
my parents’ fondness for wild places and for certain craft and art traditions, especially those associated with
the western tip of Cornwall. A family link with a Scottish painter who settled in St. Ives at the end of the
nineteenth century, Thomas Millie Dow, has made my sense of connection with these traditions feel more
personal. In my thirties, I have become more interested in the influence of all of this upon my chosen path.
This has led me to Kettles Yard in Cambridge, and on to Zennor in Cornwall, and to Dartington in Devon;
and eventually to East London and a friendship with the multidisciplinary marvel, Bryan Illsley, whose work
and approach to that work I take particular inspiration from. If there are influences worth emphasising here

it is these.

I would also like to say something here about the Scottish painter Peter Doig, who settled in Trinidad and
whose work, over twenty yeats or so, is deeply connected to his experiences there. There are obvious
differences, to say the least, between his and my working lives. But there are maybe some similarities, too.
I remember visiting a Doig exhibition at the Scottish National Gallery in the summer of 2013 and being
struck by a kind of painting-via-fragment style, at times—a boat bleeding colour here, a palm frond there3+.
This led to a breakthrough in writing a poem I had been struggling with at the time: I think it became the
first poem I ever wrote that I was pleased with. Doig talks somewhere of his own brand of “realism”; that

no object is too unpainterly.’> He adds something to the effect that allowing these things into the

33 There have been extended periods living in Antananarivo when I have scarcely spoken English at all.
An unforeseen consequence of this has been that I have sometimes found myself having to think harder
about how I am using English than I might otherwise have; my hold on it as a native speaker having been
shaken just a touch. This can be a little disconcerting, talking with family and friends in the UK say—and
liberating, from the point of view of my writing: making the English language appear a little more plastic.
3 For example, in Peter Doig’s ‘Figures in Red Boat” (2005-7). New York: Private Collection. Featured in
Peter Doig (author) and Judith Nesbitt (ed.) Peter Dojg (London: Tate Publishing, 2008). Book
accompanying exhibition at Tate Gallery, London.

35 1 can’t remember where Doig says this. But in thinking of objects found in Doig’s paintings in general,
examples that spring to mind include a road sign; a security grill over a window; a dead pelican, etc.
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development of a painting—even making them a painting’s central focus—is not just an aesthetic decision,
but a way of working against any romanticisation of what he finds around him, particularly as a white male
painter in what, at least from a [white] Western art historical outlook on the world, is an “exotic” location
(in relation to his Trinidad work, especially). There is something about the way Doig handles light and
“things in the air” in his work, for want of a better expression—especially in his larger-scale paintings—
that I find particularly evocative and inspiring. Doig collaborated in the book, Morning, Paramin with the
Saint Lucian poet, the late Derek Walcott; a friend of his.3¢ It is a beautiful book. In creative writing teaching
at the University of Antananarivo, I have also often used the American writer Hilton Als’s heartfelt text,

Isiands (For Peter). Als is also a friend of Doig’s.?

But I would not want to overstate the influence of any of these people upon the development of my work.

Before anything else, it is living in Antananarivo that has taught me how to write.

the island now a carpeting of garlic, celandine, primrose, wood anemone. weight and force of the water not

enticing

43 KILLED IN MADAGASCAR POLITICAL VVIOLENCE

Thus, the headline of a news story I filed from Madagascar’s capital Antananarivo sometime late on

Wednesday 28 January 2009.

The headline, and the three hundred words of text that followed it, are fairly typical of the language to be
found on a newswire: some basic facts and figures; an effort to establish relations of cause and effect; a few

quotes and observations to add what is known in journalistic parlance as “colour”.

My main job in Antananarivo on that particular day was to find a reliable figure for the number of deaths

that could be attributed to a political crisis that was beginning to spill onto the city’s streets.

36 Derek Walcott (author) and Peter Doig (illustrator) Morning, Paramin (New York: Farrar, Strauss and
Giroux, 2016). Doig subsequently produced a set of etchings in response to Walcott’s poems in this book.
These etchings went on show at the Courtauld Gallery in London on 10 February 2023 (running to 29
May 2023). See: https://courtauld.ac.uk/whats-on/peter-doig-etchings-for-derek-walcott/.

37 Also featured in Doig (author) and Nesbitt (ed.) Peter Doig; and available online at:
https://harpers.org/archive/2014/06/islands/.
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Eventually I got through on the phone to the director of the hospital which houses Antananarivo’s main

morgue. She had spent much of her day so far with calcified bodies.

Our conversation lasted longer than I had expected. And it was not, strictly speaking, much of a
conversation in that for most of it my interlocutor was either silent or sobbing. After 15 minutes or so of
few words exchanged, I still needed a number for the newswire. Our main competitor already had theirs,
my editor in Johannesburg had politely pointed out. The hospital director and I agreed to speak again later
in the day, which we did. She was then able to give me a number, and thus a news story that understood

itself to be informative.

It felt clear to me, though, that the kind of language I was being paid to use on that particular day had done

no justice to what was happening in the city at the time, including in this woman’s world; on the contrary.

And in general at the time, I was starting to feel deeply uncomfortable with the distance between the kind

of notes I was making as a journalist from one day to the next, and the kind of notes I just wanted to make.

A different kind of attention was called for, it felt to me.

and the rain moves in across us all

There is a photograph I took on the morning of 26 January 2009, which has always had special meaning
for me. It was taken from a spot I had often walked to at the end of the working day, once I had moved to
Isoraka in Antananarivo the previous year: just above Lac Anosy in the city centre, with a view roughly
southwards over zinc roofs towards the Carlfon hotel, a block of flats, state media offices, government

ministries; and the contours of Mount Tsiafajavona sometimes forming the horizon many miles behind.

I suppose I associate this photograph with a series of experiences at that time that, I have come to realise,

were foundational to my becoming a poet.

I found myself taking an A3 copy of this photograph along to my very first supervision meeting, in the café
of the Sainsbury Centre on the UEA campus—a prop, perhaps, as it was slowly dawning on me that there
was something odd about the kind of language I had used in the proposal that had got me onto the PhD

programme and had secured me research funding. But I couldn’t yet place what that was.
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(‘Mpanelanelana’ means a go-between, catalyst or spiritual medium in Malagasy. Liminality may be
defined as the state of being on a threshold. Through creative practice and critical analysis, this is
a project in search of a language for things which are unspeakable or unspoken. It is rooted in the
context of a sudden collapse of order in the Malagasy capital in January 2009, followed by a coup
and five-year transition period; and in the context of a society that does not encourage giving voice

to inner thoughts or feelings.

The creative component offers a lyric voice born out of and conversant with the above context.
Through the extensive use of white space as a poetic tool, and a language of fragments, traces and
'code-switching' between English and Malagasy, I translate to the page a form of communication
via negative space that is omnipresent in Malagasy society. There is an exploration of liminal poetics
at a technical level, therefore, through an experimentation with poetic form. At the same time, the

creative component takes liminality in its myriad forms as a central concern thematically.

The critical component rides a recent wave of studies of liminality, but argues that the
interdisciplinary in-betweenness of the concept can make for a certain slipperiness when it comes
to really rigorous critical enquiry [sic]. My thesis gives these debates concrete reference points and
opens a new space in the field of liminal poetics. It parallels (a) critical analysis of the uses of white
space as a poetic technique with (b) a socio-anthropological reading of creativity through critical
analysis of artistic responses to Madagascar’s liminal crisis period during 2009-2014, so as to work
towards (c) a new theory of poetic white space as a tool of special significance for the interrogation
of the liminal, the apprehension of the poetic and both individual and societal journeys from silence

towards utterance.)

T arrived in that first supervision meeting with my doubts, then, and no doubt rather sheepishly brandishing
the old rolled-up photograph I had brought; not quite sure whether to place it with us on the brightly-lit
café table or not. My supervisors at the time, for their part—doing the job required of them by the

University:

arrived with a freshly printed and stapled copy of the University’s Research Degree Policy
Documents; Section 12: Guidelines for Probationary Review document, which was gently pushed over the table in
my direction at the beginning of the meeting. It was soon clear to me that our conversation would be

focussed on the stipulations of the latter document.

But my doubts about the kind of language I had used in my research proposal were to last. And, in the end,

it was to prove a worthwhile exercise thinking more carefully about where they were coming from.

38 Extract from the introduction of my original PhD project proposal, “White Space as ‘Mpanelanelana’:
Developing the Poetics of Liminality’.
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return of an old friend

a quickening

swaying trunks
the oh I really don’t like the look of that
that things can turn in a flash
the safe until it isn’t
the leaving an ex margin of error / being there anyway

the write, just write, now you’re here

The section away from Descartes is derived from a critical essay of the kind that I was required to write in

2017 as part of the “Probationary Review” process.?

The section opens with a reflection on the origins of that requirement, epistemologically speaking; and then
explores the work of a small handful of contemporary Western writers whose discomfort with those origins,
and their continued reach, I have come to share as I have thought further about the lack of fit between my
use of language in my writing as a research practice on the one hand—and the language of the institutional
framework into which I placed my writing for a PhD on the other. These writers are the German-American
literary theorist Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht; American philosopher-ethnographer Alphonso Lingis; and “new
ethnographers” Kathleen Stewart (American) and Stephen Muecke (Australian). The writing by Muecke is
especially interesting to me because it arose out of some time that he and a photographer friend and

colleague Max Pam (also Australian) had spent in Madagascar, not long before I first arrived there.

I identify the ways in which each of these writers seem unable to move on from a conceptualising language
that is inherited directly from the Western rationalist epistemology that is the main object of their

discomfort.

3 See UEA Research Degree Policy Documents; Section 12: Guidelines for Probationary Review, 28
April 2015 (updated October 2019). Available at
https://portal.uea.ac.uk/documents/6207125/6873036 /Section+12+-
+Guidance+on+Probationary+Review.pdf/a03d1318-71bf-486¢-9¢63-c0f0833d76fe.
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forest bending every few minutes. and not even white water, just murk. ripping through the oak, alder,
island. dog? chunk of wood? cacophony above. and a pigeon, somewhere in the rafters. the finding calm in

this, having to

time to go

The section [unjethical matters offers a kind of institutional critique, identifying that same conceptualising
language, with the same epistemological origins, in the institutional framework that hosts this project. And
it invites you, the reader, to revisit with me two of the main procedures acting as checkpoints in the
completion of a thesis such as this: exploring, firstly, the Guidelines for Probationary Review document intended
for PhD students as they pass through the probationary period to “PhD Candidate” status (usually 6-9
months into the first academic year); and secondly, the journey of this project through the Ethical Clearance

process.

Officially, PhD students like me are obliged to engage with both of these procedures. (Assuming that the
production of “creative” writing involves encounters with human beings. And, in most cases, it is probably
safe to assume it does.) But I understand that it is only a very small number indeed of students on the
Creative and Critical Writing PhD programme at the University of East Anglia who take their projects
through the Ethical Clearance checkpoint#. It is possible, therefore, that I could have given the latter a
wide berth, too. But I had an inkling that a direct engagement with that process might well be a fruitful

exercise as an integral part of research undertaken for this thesis, and so it proved.

Broadly speaking, my experience has been that the kind of language used by the institution in its engagement
with me as researcher in the course of these procedures is not in the best interests of the research at hand;
far from it. This section offers a commentary on that experience. It contains criticisms of the institutional
framework that it would be difficult for me to make more explicitly in this thesis because of the power

dynamics in operation here in my interaction as researcher with the institution. I have adopted in this

401 find the word ‘checkpoint’ for such procedures thought-provoking. In Antananarivo, checkpoints of
police spring up around dusk and operate till dawn. They are known locally as ‘contréles de police’.
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section, instead, a mode of inquiry via negative space that is everywhere in Antananarivo*!: placing two

linguistic units in close proximity or side by side, but without being explicit about why.

sometime before 7
first pinking
on St. Mary’s tower

and

right along the length of the moor

mists  according to their own not with the current not against it

the weedy slabs, ochres, nothing with a sharp edge

beds
of branches,

breaking the sutrface

just twice

and over here
in the peaty dark,

this

4 There is a Malagasy verb ‘mihodikodina’, literally ‘to turn around-around’. It is often used to refer to
the way in which direct statements are avoided, in favour of tracing a finger around a point until its shape
becomes visible, as it were.
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is where it runs deepest

In amongst the writing in this thesis, I have also decided to include a collection of photographs I have
taken. This sets up another strand of dialogue with the writing; and, I hope, also helps bring a reader who
is unfamiliar with Antananarivo a touch closer to the origins of the writing. I would not say that they are
influences on my approach to photography, but work by the photographers Rija Randrianasolo (Rijasolo),
Fabrice Delannoy, Malala Andrialavidrazana and Walter Astrada in Madagascar has particularly resonated

with me.

7.49

and the mist is gone

first rays through the redwoods,

freckling |
a whole riverbed of colours and contours I haven’t [shotgun report in that direction half a mile off]

and for kalfa a ("whole) quarter of a second 1 am in-dislogue talkingto reassuringmyseltd feel it inrmy

| even | in my left hand wrist

It remains for me, perhaps, to say here a little about how I see the interrelation of the constituent parts of
this thesis. Suffice to say that I have wanted to promote a lively dialogue between form and content
throughout. In fact it is probably accurate to say that, for me, anyway, this dialogue is the beating heart of

the thesis.

this is not a place for a thesis,

where

37



the best thing I can do for my writing

is to not be writing

less than an hour to finish this, nearer 40 minutes

the menace has gone, the water
at least

two metres down

and the island has reappeared,

smudged, squeezed

a little
but what was well
underwater

not quite two weeks ago

is now gatlic flowers, celandine, vintsy

downstream,

what will
in a couple of months
be thick rushes

again

the mucky baylets
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the drama

of a giant redwood
trunk,

ramrod straight,

now bridging both banks

nothing is still

11.30

I must go,

there is no completion

of this
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lohataona®

* from “loha’ (head, mind, front; leader) and ‘taona’ (year, age). (Roughly September-October.)
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September 2008

In a curious way, as if I never left.

Dry air. Absence of people on streets gives feeling of intimate relationship with sun.

prostitutes in the cool indoors. Ca vas, etc. And onto the Boulevard de I'Indépendence with newly planted

foliage.

Large scraggy rat passed under my crossed legs. Otherwise new AN T AN AN ARIV O on hill. Hotel
by airport in green ftarpaulin under construction. New US embassy down by [the|] digue. Jacaranda
beginning to sprout scatterings of grey / brown / citrus colour leaves. Aigrettes whiter in these dead-

coloured trees.

On meeting __ today @ Immeuble __, didn’t recognise her at first. Deep red lipstick. Her manner a
seemingly deliberate effort to maintain / emphasise the business relationship. Whiteish jeans. She’d clearly
dressed up compared to last week. A cream linen jacket; bag strap slung across one shoulder. Smart. A
second apology for the wait; her explanation that wearing high-heeled shoes (expected of her by clients, she
said) normally ok because her clients drive her around. Wonder how many pathetic fuckers there are like

me on a weekly basis. ("3 a day looking around places, she said.)

The haute ville® on a Sunday is a joy. Villagey.

A wind this morning. Up to the Rova, the windy route. There is something to be captured in these places.

The tumbling bougainvillea which, yes, blow purple down the streets.

September 2013, Fort Dauphin

Light from the wrong side, this morning—sandy rain. At the Bank of Africa cashpoint: long queues, backs

to the ocean.

“ Upper town (the oldest neighbourhood on a hill in the city centre; contains sites of national importance).
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September 2013, Asomeso

awake, a loss

of contact with the ground

my cute white feet  root mannerism, bit of blue sea-girt today, merciful water-up-the-nose, a cut

that needed closing

in the intimacy of  God’s laboratory where everything has a jagged edge

a clearing is just

an absence of trees in the littoral Zena tonga dia ala  two turtle doves curdle turquoise & soak  too

much in nightconjuring love as husk & hook & thorn & gauze & calves stretched out just waiting

for the approaching tide

September 2015, Antaninarenina

The light sometimes just flicks in September. Started grey today.

Coffee w/ __... vulture material, parties that start fine, end badly; holes in curtains; machetes in trousers;
amulets; #he bush all looks the same; a pin pulled from a grenade as a joke; her photographer colleague in __,
__, found shot in the head, #n/ikely caught in crossfire; that the __ rebels shouldn’t be romanticised, #bey’re

cunts.
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being greeted instinctively in Malagasy by Air Mauritius rep at Ivato, nice feeling*

September 2016

Jovenna# station | headlights cut | windows slightly up, waiting | for essence

the darker laterite, etc

to turn it all into literature | for what?

1 September 2010
The light suddenly changed. White, almost green-white. Fumes. Walked the length of Analakely, soaking in
it. With __ yesterday on terrace @ __, where UN checkpoint used to be. Her new red hair, and a self-

consciousness (that suited her). Drinking Bonbon Anglais#. Interruption of a sudden bang, taxi engine

backfiring, tingle downwards from my head, left forearm, legs, her?

early September 2013, University of Antananarivo

Light changed. Sky gone white, no longer cool in shadows. Conversations about the heat.

... thwarted, perverted by education; crushed out of them ... bronght up in a state of fear ... it’s like a train, starting from

Soarano to Tamatave and it’s somewhere in Brickaville already; and from Brickaville to Tamatave, what can you do? ... you

* (And not in French.) “Ivato” is a reference to the international airport in the suburb of Ivato, just to the
north of Antananarivo.

* A fuel company in Madagascar.

% An extremely sugary soda drink, made and bottled by Brasseries Star (an offshoot of French drinks group,
Castel) in Madagascar. Like lemonade, but not very lemony. Available widely in Antananarivo.
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receive things from teachers, parents ... it has always been like this ... obedient, receptive, one who can vomit up on exam
paper ... the massive, ludicrons acceptance of hierarchy ... you try not to impose ideas ... even the good teachers are pretty
dogmatic ... a system which stifles creativity... they don’t want to get lost—they don’t want to experience that ... tsy
mahasaby? ... they like security ... it's very difficnlt to criticise. That's another culture we do not bave; it’s difficult to criticise
and it’s difficult to listen to all the criticism. 1t's like that and it was ahways like that ... we don’t dare complain becanse they
are teachers and we are children—ankizy. .. so we just waste our time waiting there and this is so boring . .. we want something

new...

12 September 2009, Isoraka

driving back [through Analakely with __], dawn. 4x lorries [of] soldiers. [right up| behind one. metal glinting
in the gloom. the day shift

shots in the air, ?Ambohijatovo by 11ish

more around 12

(landlord playing fucking Fir Elise)

1.20 bursts

2.10  birdsong children, laughter

2.35 but further away

2.53
2.57

4.15

Y% there is no daring, risk-taking
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12-13 September 2019, University of Antananarivo

__ talking about her poems in general: I don’t really like talking abont love | ... and if someone thinks it’s about love,

I will be angry.

Our langnage is too soft.

[On Karen McCarthy Woolf’s Landay...]*

(‘Datling, your affair was obvious. / Only an imbecile could have been oblivious.”)#

The impossibility of evenly balancing condemnation with tenderness in translating the above poem into

Malagasy. (Except for the tenderness, it is possible.)

Students’ attention quickly centres on finding a good word for “affair” in Malagasy—ilay zavatra nataonao

(= the thing you did)?; ilay ditranao (= your naughtiness)r; mampiraty ianao (= _you are being unfaithful)?

A sense of childlike naughtiness in “ditranao” cleatly lightens the tone in relation to the man’s infidelity in
a way which would probably make the conversation easier for both the woman and the man (and therefore
more plausible when adapted to a Malagasy context), students agree.” This sense is clearly missing in

“affair” in the English.

“Mampirafy”, they agree, is likely more painful and humiliating for the woman because in its etymological
make-up, it directly acknowledges the place of the second woman (rafy = adversary) and so makes more
explicit the nature of the man’s actions. It also directly acknowledges wrongdoing towards the [“first”]
woman by the man. Like with “affair”, therefore, it openly names the action. But unlike in the English, it is

very difficult to be so direct in Malagasy, particularly for a woman, without sounding hostile.

* The two-line poem ‘Landay’ by Karen McCarthy Woolf. Karen McCarthy Woolf, Seasonal Disturbances
(Manchester: Carcanet Press, 2017), p. 73.

* Ibid.

* Tt is naturally supposed by students that the speaker in this poem is a woman, that the person who is
unfaithful is a man and that they are married. When students talk in general terms of “men” or “women”,
they probably tend to be referring to Malagasy people from Antananarivo or the surrounding highlands,
associated particularly with the Merina ethnic group.
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Students agree “ilay zavatra nataonao” is probably the most natural-sounding in the Malagasy. But to refer
to “the thing you did”, again, lacks the full sense of moral judgement [as well as the slightly old-fashioned
feel] of “affair”.

That in the region __ comes from, ‘Darling, your affair was obvious’ is just not even worth saying.>

Students go on to rehearse what men might say upon returning home to their wives at the end of the day,

having spent the evening with a lover: eg. nitondra gonter aho ! (= 1 brought you a treat!).>> Much laughter.

That #his is not a poem abont love, __ insists.

On catcalling, the comments that stalk women in public. How when a man doesn’t get what he wants, he insults.

__’s poem, creating uncertainty in the reader as to whether a “he” is a baby or a husband. Leads to
conversation about the seamless way in which, when a couple marry here, the wife takes over from the

man’s mother in preparing food for him.>

They are prostitutes but they are sincere.

That henamaso is blocking people from saying things seriously.>*

> Because in this region, relationships are normally understood to be open.

52 The treat might be a small and very creamy cake from a patisserie in the city centre. There were no male
students in this group.

> Only marriage between heterosexual couples is legal in Madagascar.

> Literally from henatra (shyness) and maso (eyes), it amounts to a strong—many would say immobilising—
fear of a loss of face.
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On the limitations of the Malagasy language when it comes to discussing mental health. That a reference to
alahelo® is probably the nearest one can get to vocalising feelings associated with depression. Agreement
that a pervasive cultural pressure not to be seen to seek attention would tend to discourage someone

suffering a mental health crisis from asking for help.

...Something wild like getting a divorce.

Vazaba are not ashamed of emotions.>®

On henamaso: [ want to speak and yet something stops me. A discussion on whether the scenario in which we

find ourselves in the Literature M1 group®” inhibits or facilitates conversations. No doubt a bit of both.

We’re very secretive in our lives. .. even if a man is beating bis wife, she won’t leave him becanse tsy mety amin’ ny fiaramonina

ny misaraka (= society isn’t okay with conples separating).

__talking about the crowds of people returning on foot from Soamandrakizay at the weekend, covered in

red.58

55
~ sadness

>0 Vazaha tends to mean “white foreigner” in Malagasy.

*"Te. five female Malagasy students and me as a male vazaha teacher.

% Tt is widely estimated that a million people attended the mass led by Pope Francis at Soamandrakizay on
Sunday 8 September 2019. It was a blustery day, and the movement of such large numbers of people created
clouds of red laterite dust that could be seen from many miles around.
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__has a page full of notes, yet says nothing.

13 September 2019, University of Antananarivo
__on how French is used when “talking upwards” in Malagasy society (to authority; to the state, to olona
ambony (= someone In a high position)); and how Malagasy is used when “talking downwards” (to social

inferiors, to individuals, to olona tsotra (= ordinary pegple)). Illustrated flamboyantly in his notebook, with

two arrows indicating directions of travel.

Women are easily oppressed

Women have more rage

Literature is being poisoned by the question of gender’® |...| For women, it’s a field for power search

__’s silence in class. Then, towards the end, with __ left hand bunched up below __ nose, slowly leaning

forward on the sofa

and saying nothing.

__opens __ mouth

and __% speaks.

% Meaning literary study.
0 A different student.

54



On what men do with their anger rather than arguing: we #y to find games, we play football.

On what it means to be “Iyrical” in Madagascar, when it can be so difficult to speak in the first person in
Malagasy: __ refers to the phrase used by people signalling that they want to get off a bus in Antananarivo:

misy miala | (= there is someone getting off); not izaho miala ! (= 1I'm getting off?).

On the number of writers using pen names.

On vocalising anger in public, as if on a spectrum towards madness... religious figures, the homeless,

fanatics; others in society who may have nothing [furthet| to lose. Who are those who shout?

That is a very from-this-area-way-of-thinking—said with feeling, whipping his right forefinger around forcefully.

15 September 2010, __ terrace, Ampasamadinika
by a French man in his late 60s/70s with a coffee, a glass of some spitit he adds to the coffee; a beer, a few

samosas, a Boston cigarette and his head in his hands. the look of someone who’s aware they’ve been here

too long?

mid-September 2009, __ terrace, Ampasamidinika

Teenager + Frenchman. Dragged upstairs before her dessert’s arrived. Accompanying ?friend: bolt upright

[at the dining table], napkin folded immaculately on her lap.
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Out he comes, yawning, an hour later. And off they go (two gitls), laughing. As if free from a dentist appt.

mid-September 2010, Antsahavola-Antaninarenina steps
—Monsienr-donnez-'earf! [young gitl sitting on the ground holding a baby, to me.
An inch or so of water left in the bottom of a 1.5-litre plastic bottle I am carrying.

I give her the bottle and its contents. |

—'saotra

—Merei, chef |smartly-dressed man (my age) passing me, further up, near the very top of the steps].
—'est vien [me]

—oue, one [man]

—veloma, tompoko

—veloma, ciao®?

mid-September

morning sincerity

in a garden well cared-for. jackfruit and fennel, passionflower, raving bougainvillea

and what isn’t recoverable. plums, peaches, quickly fucked when they hit the ground. a fridgeful of dark

vegetation, the stains

' Monsienr-give-me-the-water. Asked, as is quite normal and not discourteous in Merina culture, in a tone that
does not expect an answer ‘no’.

52 thanks, boss; it’s nothing yeah, yeab; goodbye, sir; ‘bye, ciao. T then bought her a fresh bottle. (I try to always
carry a water bottle when out and about in Antananarivo. If ever I forget not to keep it out of sight — if it
is in my hands, rather than in my bag — and I am then asked for it, I give it away. As a young child I once
ended up in hospital due to dehydration.)
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of our love

lived

backwards, incubated

whilst it learned

to atone

for being touched
only

when it burns

in the late afternoon

mind
out in the forest, unravelling
with old razor wire

yards of orchidspill

s t rfauwr§ shutter gust invisible
pyrrhocoridae simbaina tomobily ny bozaka®
sicklybougainvillea approximativité rottingpassion framboazy
dogtear goldenorbspidersilk kitethread tay blue malicemihilan’ andro mulberry
mucus parasy lay®* pearl pin bobolosy rarana ny mikapa hazo mampiditra biby dopey
git jungleuice mud-slick au bord des larmes landslip lu-
xy lustrousarmfold waterearthdungsand turquoise on hadiana ny tany
avy eo lemana rano ny ampitso zay vao ampiana
rano sady hosena

no

% sharp grass

64 .
** cocoonspine
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18-19 September 2019, University of Antananarivo

[On Mary Jean Chan’s Dress.. ]

(“...your fingers brush the wrist of / another gitl as you jostle into the assembly hall, and you understand

that sin / was never meant to be easy, only sweet...”)6

Slowly dawning on students that the speaker in this poem seems to be writing of her attraction to other

girls. One or two in the group keen not to read the poem in terms of this? Long silences.

...dia vao maika very be! (= and now I'm even more lost!). [Laughter.]

__ covering her mouth with a hand, eyes shut, digging fingers into her cheek.

Awm trying to imagine how does it feel.

She knows what she wants.

She feels like. .. emboxed.

__, who had already said in an earlier class that she is particularly interested in LGBTQ+ issues, not saying

a thing.

__, fingers to her lips, breathing heavily: otran hoe maloto ilay i3y sa..? 1zaho mandoto amin’ ilay izy? (= so it’s like

dirty, or..? Am I making it dirty? [laughs nervously])

__fidgets continuously with a piece of paper, the edge of it much of the time covering her mouth.

Some halting discussion of the notion of ‘cleanness’ in the poem. Then, possibly safer ground for all,
collective experiments in lifting lines and putting them into Malagasy: ‘...you shut your body up’ becoming:

hampangiana (= quieten) ny vatanao, akatona (= close) ny vatanao, fehezana (= restrain) ny vatanao. ..

(All students stumped trying to think of the word for “wrist” in Malagasy.)

% ‘Dress’ in Mary Jean Chan, Flche (London: Faber, 2019), p. 10.
66 Thi
Ibid.
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__and __ subsequently upload onto the group’s Facebook page translations of the poem, which they had

worked on voluntarily after class.¢”

There are many things in a house that only a woman can do. Said as a statement of fact, not as a record of injustice.

18-20 September 2019, University of Antananarivo

[On Epistolier’s Sara-bazana feat. Melo-]. . .]%

On the singer giving advice in a soft way.
—Don’t do this, do this...’ He’s saying what the person is already thinking. If it was a woman
singing, you'd feel more attacked... He’s masculine, but mature. .. If you're not mature you don’t
have a place at the table, you-don’t-know-life-yet-so-shut-the-fuck-up. [Male student]:

—It’s like you're listening to your older brother. [Female student]

—Older brother? [Another female student]

—Yes, because he’s more excperienced; be has more wisdom.

Discussion about a hypothetical candidate for mayor of Antananarivo: one candidate is married; the other
unmarried. Students discuss if the candidate’s marital status affects the way they will be viewed by the

public. (No consensus.) The candidate is always referred to as Je.

7 One student translating an extract; the other student translating the whole poem, clearly the result of a
considerable amount of work.

% Epistolier: Sara-bazana feat. Melo-], 6 November 2016. Via YouTube [online] ‘EPISTOLIER — Sara-
bazana feat. Melo-]’. Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kk-nweQm KQ.
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(__’s poem)... more natural to describe the imprints of physical violence than to describe physical violence

in action?

All female students discussing lycée girls in Diego Suarez%, who finish school and put on cabaret clothes.

late September 2009

three truckloads of troops in Antaninarenina, just ?600 metres away. Talk of reservistes’ marche on

Antaninarenina. Otherwise normal...

that peace will be all the more peaceful for having tasted this? Like a cool pool, from the heat

[__ talking of his mother-in-law...] who looks like Queen Ranavalona, he says; spends an extra ten minutes

in the mirror doing her make-up when things are topsy-turvy in town

late September 2015, Antaninarenina

lunch with __, fresh in from Paris. expensive lipstick, exposed bra strap, air of profound indifference to the
world. spectacle of her suddenly turning on her crap Malagasy with the waiters; weaponising it, knew what

she was doing, I think

I didn’t go

into your

% Far away from Antananarivo, on the northern tip of Madagascar. It is a city associated in particular with
sex tourism, amongst other things.
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& reappearances
of fire
of what is &

at some point isn’t

really
recoverable in the
contours of
jackfruit in
rotting bellies
in an acknowledged  divergence in
layers of feeling in

a little

fucking guiltlessness

sunbird

hairband  watercress
as a measure
of purity

of morning sincerity or

into the little increments of pain
iron oxide in

the meaning of real wickedness

in misplaced middle fingers
in a lippy
indifference to the need to be  civilisé
in chippiness ina fresh bombsite
of feathers
of blessings in  discretion

in bloody corners or

in the most  brilliantwhite moon on a wish to live

in a city where joy
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& agony can be expressed without filth

& flinching if a light bulb

falls and breaks with tyres
& black with wire
& white paint with black
& white because they are  clean

& perfect

23 September 2009, hotel __

__, friend of [receptionist]™, __, emerges from room __, wiping her mouth. Sips from __’s bottle of water.

Frenchman. Something he didn’t like.

[Lac] Anosy today. Kicked off while I was still in flat (11.30ish). Kicking myself slightly, decided to go down
with amusements to __. Didn’t hear a thing throughout. Tyres burnt; skips overturned etc, apparently. 1x
gunshot wound injury to Befelatanana’, another; someone beaten up by the foule”. Not good. And close.

Yet, not being here today, doesn’t feel it.

adjusting my creativity to [this] tension. A good idea? (remembering how it soared from peace of __ day

last year). T'sisy olana’, can be bent back in theory

how I crave peace, ease

" And herself a receptionist at a hotel down the road. (And, years later, turning up near the back row in a
session I had scheduled at the last minute for creative writing students at the University, helping them
prepare for an exam.)

" The main hospital in central Antananarivo, near Lac Anosy.

7 the crowd

7 No problem.
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25 September 2010, Antaninarenina

__’s story of man jumping out of box outside __ [nightclub] on Friday night; furious, telling those around

to be quiet then disappearing inside box again further up street. His home.

25-26 September 2019, University of Antananarivo

[On Hollie McNish’s Embarrassed. . .|

...becanse the baby is sucking the ... [—nipple, not said].

In general here, we are not ready for this modern life.

Students discuss a story they had heard of a woman who sold second hand clothes in Mahamasina market”>:
story goes that the woman was wearing a very short skirt one day and was raped by an ada/a.”6 That

bystanders supposedly did nothing. Some were probably thinking Azaovy ibany (= serves you right), says __.

__on the difficulty of expressing her love for her elder brother to him directly. (He had been living in the
North of Madagascar for five months, but had now returned.) That she might ask him bande ho aiza ialahy?

(= where are you off to, dude?). When she really means “can I come too?””; which really means “I love you”.

™ Hollie McNish: ‘Embarrassed’, June 13 2016. Via Youtube [online] ‘Embarrassed // poem by Hollie
McNish // directed by @dypka // @holliepoetry’. Available at https://www.voutube.com/watch?v=-

2z-Cd3lugA.
” In the centre of Antananarivo, by Lac Anosy.

9 ¢ 2 <c PRI TS

76 “Adala” could be translated as “homeless person”, “alcoholic”, “junkie”, “crazy person”, “weirdo”. A
social outcast, in any case.
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Asked students if it is harder to find language for feelings in Malagasy than in English—three yes’s, straight
back.

__’s story about writing a card for her father to go with a portrait of him, given to him by his children upon
his retirement. That she wanted just to convey that she was proud of him, and ended up writing the card

in English. That iz would’ve been so hard in Malagasy. .. I don’t know why.

Lehilahy kapaina tsy bita fery (= When a man is cut, you don’t see the wounds) An ohabolana (= proverb) taught

in Malagasy language classes in primary schools. Like cutting water, says __. It is taken very serionsly, __ says [to

me].

Tokatrano fibafinana (= A household is to be endured). Something you hear. Taken literally, it would appear to
apply to both women and men, but tends to be heard more in female circles, as advice from a mother to
her daughter, for instance. Students discussed it in terms of keeping secrefs in the household—almost
certainly a euphemism. That it is part of a broader picture, they agree, in which men are not normally

accountable for their actions... You don’t realise till she’s dead.

—1'm sorry to say it, but... making love—.

Malagasy women don’t say “1 love you”.

Discussion of how society puts pressure on men not to show feelings, not to complain. Women, however:

tsy rariny kosa, etc (= it’s not fair).
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Because in our culture when something happens in our house we have to not say it.

...a married woman, a housewife. .. (said as if interchangeable).

Yeah, tiako (= I like if). Head on its side, whispering to herself, looking at __’s poem.

It is always said that we women bave to be beautiful for onr husband.

So the husband can do whatever he wants to his wife.

...10 make things appear beautiful in front of people.

27 September 2009
Gecko in the kitchen last night. Light, fresh yellowy colour. On ceiling. Then, next thing, dropped to the

ground. Landing with a splat, face up. Paused, then scuttled under fridge. Bottom of two tumblers bouncing

together sound. Hardcore torch deployed. Two of them under there, rattling intermittently.

29 September 2010

[__ on a certain kind of sarcastic greeting she sometimes has from Malagasy passers-by; and how she feels

like replying...]
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—Salut, vazaba...”’

—Salut gache’® now fuck off, quoi

__on her experience of getting mugged the other night, somewhere down below __ Hotel: the feeling of

their fingers in her mouth

30 September 2009

boy comatose, limp [in the main square, Antaninareninal. lines of ?saliva from his mouth. flies around his

face and penis.

[inside the CCAC] not just un corps envabi de joie. .. la dance n'est pas une abstraction de la vie; c'est la vie elle méme”

[dancers] in white balaclavas. Convulsing, shrieking, scratching; a box containing riot gear, and the words

RIEN QUE I.A PAIX?

Police ‘intervention’ by Conforamas!. A safety catch off. Brilliant white G-string of prostitute crouched, a

fire already lit, getting ready for the night. Hands both above her head.

October 2013, Frontline Club, London

T = Hi, [white] foreigner.

® From Malgache, the French word for Malagasy.

"= a body invaded by joy... dance is not an abstraction of life; it’s life itself. Centre Culturel Albert Camus (French
cultural centre; name subsequently changed to Institut Francais de Madagascar (IFM)).

* ~ NOTHING BUT PEACE.

¥ A medium-sized store selling electronic products in Tsaralalana, which is also Antananarivo’s main red
light district.
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philosophically, I'm a basket case. .. there comes a point where you just can’t do it any more, it just explodes your brain

October 2016

KE’TSA, s. Rice plants, that is the young rice when grown to the height of six ot eight inches.
In the ordinary method of rice culture these are taken up and transplanted in the

larger rice-fields or TANIM-BARY.%2

furious green | ploughed up water | allowed in mud | roughly up | to the knee | and simply placed | so

there is space enough | for it to grow | too | perfectly

RIPANA, s. Water flowing over and on to rocks; a cascade, a cataract.®?

of water where | legless | boulder & | salty tamarind | tendrils muscle | & ribcage | thudding | in a bucket
| across chest | deep | swelling & | expression | less kind | of water where | you hit your head & that’s

it

1 October 2018

__, adamant, angry over dinner: sarcasm is a form of lying.

82 Rev J. Richardson. .4 New Malagasy-English Dictionary. (Antananarivo: The London Missionary Society,
1885), p. 330.
83 Richardson. A New Malagasy-English Dictionary, p. 515.
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2-3 October 2019, University of Antananarivo

[On Caylah’s Malala Adala. . .]%*

I hate it more and more! Students identify a paradox running through the song—all the more surprising for
being written by a famous female slammer: that it sets out to encourage women to say no to domestic
violence and be more independent, while still using the language of patriarchy, seemingly without realising

that that is what it is.

For example:

‘...nangalanao ahy tamin’ ny ray aman-dreniko, tsy ho ampijaliana na koa hoe ampitomaniana, fa atero
mody izaho rehefa tsy tiana...” (= ‘you didn’t take me from my parents to make me suffer and cry, so take

me home if you don’t love me’).

And:

‘...fa na dia vehivavy aza ny tena mba misy hambom-po mba manana hazon-damosina ihany koa’ (= ‘but

even though I myself am a woman, I have some pride, and a spine as well’)

And:

‘...Mendrika haja ny vehivavy hanitra sy ravaky ny tokantrano kara folera kara vase mendrika kalo sy vazo
ka karakarao izy tsy ho vaky tsy halazo’ (= ‘a woman deserves respect as she is the perfume and decoration
of a home, just like flowers or a vase; a woman deserves songs and chanting, so take care of her so that she

doesn’t break or wilt’.)$>

__’s horrifying poem, in which a parent appears to be preparing their daughter for an abusive husband.

Some lengthy discussion of forms of repression in this poem. And, afterwards, some discussion about the

% Caylah and M.E.N: Malala Adala (= Crazy Datling), March 10 2017. Via YouTube [online] ‘CAYLAH
and M.E.N — “Malala adala” Clip’. Available at https://www.voutube.com/watch?v=oaotvUUmI1NE.
% Ny vehivavy ravaky ny tokatrano (= a woman decorates the home)... a well-known proverb, often
heard in Kabary (a traditional kind of formal public speaking). Used without irony in Caylah’s song,
seemingly to add weight to her point about the need for men to avoid violence towards women. The
phrase “ny vehivavy ravaky ny lalana” (= “a woman decorates the street”) is also sometimes heard in
everyday Malagasy. It is used by both men and women, and most often used in all seriousness.
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habit ___ has of tagging on #sy-baiko (= I dunno) to the very end of her contributions to the discussion. Was
this her way of marking genuine uncertainty about each of the things she had said? Or was it, possibly, an
extra diffidence bred in her by society, as a woman? [My question.]? She and her [all female] classmates

agree that certainly male students they know are less likely to have the same habit.

[On Hilton Als’s Islands (for Peter). . .]%

Discussion about how the text, which features one man’s expression of love for another man, would read
5 bl

if transposed to a Malagasy context and written in Malagasy... 17 will ache the eyes.

Discussion of the top story in a broadsheet newspaper that day about new regulations supposedly
forbidding Malagasy women from leaving the country unaccompanied, unless they have the “authorisation”
of their husbands.®® Not one student questions whether it is accurate reporting. Students compare the

“protectiveness” of the state with the “protective’” husband who won’t allow his wife to leave the house.

Discussion of attitudes towards virginity, especially of the phrases used (by men and women) to describe
women who are not vitgins: daba loaka (= a barrel with a hole | already pierced), vaky (= broken); vebivavy

sotasotaina (= made dirty | made depraved).

Discussion of sex as something that is supposedly not “clean” in Malagasy society... __ simulating the kind
of advice a grandmother or mother would have for their [grand|daughter: fandremo ny fabadiovanao, (= take
care of your cleanliness). __ illustrates further with the image of a glass of water: 7 is just you; once you have sex,

there is a bit of someone else in you.

Discussion of supposedly desirable qualities in a woman: to be walensy fanaby (= soft-souled), mandefitra (= a
willingness to endure hardship | suffer | put oneself second); and of supposedly undesirable qualities in a woman: to
be mokon-dobha (= strong-willed), be loha (literally: big head = stubborn), mola (= extravagantly flirty), jomaka (=
tough, thuggish).

% With hindsight, I found myself saying ‘I dunno’ in exactly the same way in creative writing workshops on
my own masters at UEA.

¥ Doig (author) and Nesbitt (ed.), Peter Doig, pp. 194-207.

% Elise Nandrasanela. 2019, ‘Voyage a I extérieur — Restrictions de sortie pour les femmes’, I.’Eixpress de
Madagascar, 5 October 2019’. Available at https://lexpress.mg/05/10/2019 /vovage-a-lextericur-
restriction-de-sortie-pour-les-femmes/.
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3 October 2008

You bhave a good day. .. full of magic and mischief Parting salut from __.

6 October 2009, Lac Anosy

[from mediation talks...]

rain on inside of conference hall windows. 11.45am, here since 9

journos huddled in cotner. nous avons prie note de/?s] forte/s] objection/s]*. Elections Feb?

heavy rain outside, now. No protestors as a result, selon __

__’s lot laughing

__in spotless shiny brown shoes, a Samsonite briefcase

__delegation in a Ford Focus, flag on the front left; fluffy lemur toy in back. That the

could end up in cups of rancid coffee 10 months later, in the very same place; that, even eight days ago, live

rounds for protestors all around the lake here

6 October 2010

The heat today. Bleaching white sun. Thoughts, with some longing, of cyclone season.

7 October 2010

% We have taken note of the[se] strong objections].
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disorder. to know what anarchy means, but do you know what it feels like??

9-10 October 2019, University of Antananarivo

[On Geeta Tewari’s Discipline. . .|t

Students discuss the considerable challenge of rewriting the sex scene in this story in Malagasy; preserving
the way that in the English it is not dramatised but uses matter of fact, moderate language. In the Malagasy,
they agree, this kind of directness would very easily be perceived as drawing attention to itself, as vetaveta (=
vatlgar, dirty). They simulate possible responses from Malagasy readers: #sy hoe fsy mety izany fa... tsy mety amiko

(= it’s not that it’s unacceptable but... it doesn’t work for me) [laughter].

__on the birds and the bees talk her father had with her when she was 12; that he used the wotd filelena for
sex. Conversation about how this word, like mamany (to urinate) and mangery (to defecate), despite being
the “correct”, original Malagasy word, is more shocking to the ears than the French equivalent. Students

can’t agree on why this is.

...mbola tsy manam-bady (= not yet marvied): a passing reference to a woman’s marital status as part of an

anecdote, but __ seemingly unaware of the assumption in her inclusion of mbola (yer).

Students discuss their practice of keeping a journal.

__on her relief about the arrival of the rains this last week; __: I only like the rain when it doesn’t fall on me.

* Following an email from__, who was writing something on order and disorder at the time; and would,
presumably, have referred to that in their email.
! Geeta Tewari, Discipline. (Granta [online], 2017). Available at https://granta.com/discipline-tewari/.
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__ shares a story about recently sitting next to a nun on a bus. Leads to conversation about the particular
smell nuns supposedly have (some speculation as to whether it is to do with their uniform), and whether

they feel desire.

15 October 2018, Ampasanimalo

__ has been beating the water for almost five minutes, can hear it from here. This morning we cut his

feathers

16 October 2009, __ café, Isoraka

Small acts of kindness. T veux un verre??? (Outside.) I have justlost my phone. She has just lost her daughter.

16-17 October 2019, University of Antananarivo

[On Zazangaly’s sy natao ho sorona. . .|%3

Conversation around an assumption in this poem, written by a young spoken word poet (which calls on
women to end a relationship if it is not working for them): that, normally, a woman would tend not be the
one to end a relationship. Some anger in the [all female] group about a sense of being patronised. As i a

woman doesn’t know her own mind.

Talk of the phrase, lany zara (= Iuck used up). A situation in which a woman has effectively lost her ‘value’,
being with a man (or more than one man) in public for a long time without being married, such that it is
possible no other man would ever want to marry her if it didn’t work out with this man. __ on the cruelty

in this concept, and how once being warned by her mother against ending up like this still hurt.

2 = Would you like a glass?
% = Don’t be a sacrifice; unpublished in text form, not available online.
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18 October 2010, Soarano

0320714378 | Message du | consulat de | France du 18/10: | Eviter de circuler | dans les | quartiers de | Behoririka
et | Antanimena. | Sent: 18-Oct-2010 | 14:08:02%%

Hot. Onset of tension for first time in 6 %2 months? Bowls awry. Adrenalin. Chest tight. __ tear gas in
Behoririka / Antanimena... my eyes stinging intermittently earlier. Once again, can only take so much of

this.

Shops boarded up. Sec. guard @ __ with automatic gunfire ringtone—excuse me, he says, taking call,
laughing. Had been discussing whether calm up in Ambohijatovo for the mo (actually a lone soldier beaten

the shit out of, at around that time). His o7 sait jamais. .. faut courir vite!”

how __ has eyes like mine. the twinkle when talking of the myth of the vazaha maty® on __. his #/ faut faire

tres attention®”’; how you |he, 1| conld be, at any moment,

18 October 2019, University of Antananarivo

__’s story about feeling humiliated one day at secondary school in a coastal city where __ had not grown
up, when __ word for crab (in a dialect from a different region) was ceremoniously crossed out on the

board by the teacher.

__’s story about a girl from the highlands at __ school by the coast. She had mispronounced the region
Antemoro, Anfgymoro. (tay = shit). That she almost had to be moved from the school for what was an

innocent mistake, she said. __ on how there was a/ways something at the back of people’s minds. .. ie. people in

94 Message from | the consulate | of France [...] Avoid circulating / in the areas | of Beboririka and | Antanimena. ..
%% you never know, gotta run fast!
% = dead [white] foreigner

7= one has to be very careful
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that region on the coast always on the lookout for people from the Highlands considering themselves above

the rest.

__ to the rest of the group: have you ever come across a work of art |in Madagascar| that deals with racism? All
struggled to think of one. And why nof? Speculation that it could be to do with pride, with the difficulties of

admitting fault in Malagasy cultures, with the fear of violence; of opening up Pandora’s Box? No consensus.

Discussion of Merina phrase malama volo (literally “slippery” [ie. very straight, Asiatic| hair);% and of makoa
(cutly hair, commonly associated with people from coastal regions); and of malama loha (literally “slippery
head”)... a phrase used by people from coastal regions to refer not just to the [often straighter] hair of the
Merina, but also to their supposedly ‘slippery” ways. That if speaking in front of people from the highlands,
coastal people might say malama volo to refer to the Merina, but amongst themselves they might refer to the

Merina as malama loha.
They can come out but you cannot come in. __ talking about a certain place in the region populated by the __
ethnic group, that part of his family is from. __ adds that in his own region there is, likewise, a place where

Merina people are forbidden from entering.

How can you like the Other when you don’t know who he [sic] is?

[On Mary Jean Chan’s Written in a Historically White Space I and Written in a Historically White Space I1. . .]%

(‘I grew up in a city where parks once displayed / this sign in my mother tongue: CHINESE AND / DOGS
NOT ALLOWED. We were creatures with knees kissing colonial ground...”)100

Students play around with the above lines, testing out MALAGASY’, MERINA’ and ‘COTIERS’ in place
of ‘CHINESE’. The violence in these test versions could be clearly seen in students’ expressions as they

tried each one out.!9!

% The Merina are a large ethnic group in Madagascar, mostly they settled in the central highlands, where
Antananarivo is located.

* Mary Jean Chan, Fliche, p. 43 (Written in a Historically White Space 1); p. 66 (Written in a Historically White
Space I).

" Tbid, p. 43.

""" The French terms ‘cotier [masculine form] / cotiére [feminine form]’ are used by all in Madagascar to
refer to people who live in coastal regions.
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Rebefa miteraka ianao, dia otran hoe ‘amizay ianao vebivavy...’ (= and when you give birth, it’s like ‘now you're a

woman...").

Manatsara taranaka (= improving the offspring, a phrase that might be used by parents in encouraging their child
to marry somebody with lighter skin than their own; usually implying marriage to a vazaha (= white

foreigner)). Cf. manimba taranaka (= to damage / ruin the offspring).

Mba fidifidio ihany (= Still be a bit picky |in relation to the racial origins of a potential life partner]), __ imitating

the way her mother once said this.
Voa mafy (= hit hard | short-changed | drew the short straw); a phrase that might be used to comment on

somebody seen with a partner considered undesirable on the grounds of their ethnic group or “caste” within

that group; and so their status).

20 October 2010

home via Ambanidia steps: the desiccation and decay, butterflies; high above the city, two students doing

their homework in the shade

clumps of fake hair along the __ road. L.<3we is Solution on corrugated iron fence around the wasteland at

__, where one day, without a doubt, s/thing will be built

call from __: was that an explosion? photojournalists lurking around pres. palace and govt. buildings. casing
from a live round found in Behoririka, according to __; supporters of __ now vowing to throw ¢ffervescence in

town
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__in a corridor in a rush; jewels in his hair, a wooden earing, looking faintly refreshed. Off shortly to a

terrain de bandits'? near Moramanga, he says (gives directions). And off he bounces. On est tous des pirates,

tet...10
*
21 October 2010

how I’d love to lie tangled in someone and to wake next to them, humble and quiet

22 October 2009

can no longer separate the conflict here from the city, and hadn’t noticed. Golly

23-24 October 2019, University of Antananarivo
[On Elaine Kahn’s Women in Public...]10*
Students discuss what it would mean to translate a text like this into Malagasy. .. unanimous agreement that

this process was a reminder of how difficult it is to talk of female desire in Malagasy. That it is easier to talk

about sex. Women are to satisfy desire, not to have it.

Cos I think even men can feel that. ..

Y2 = bandit country
' = We're all pirates, here. ..
" Flaine Kahn, Women in Public (San Francisco: City Lights, 2015).
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A discussion about men and frailty: __ that women are physically weak and mentally strong; men are physically strong
and mentally weak. Said as a simple reminder to the group, as if entirely axiomatic. Widowhood cited as an

example: that a man cannot live without a woman but a woman can live withont a man.

24 October 2013
Motif de voyage / Purpose of trip .

Tourisme / Tourism
Affaire / Business
Visite familiale / Family visit

[]
[]
[]
[ ] Autre / Others...105

25 October 2019, University of Antananarivo
[On Imiangaly’s Manja (= beautiful)...]100

Students discuss this song, how supposedly it is addressing associations of lighter skin with beauty; darker
skin with ugliness. __ uncomfortable about the sepia light used in the video: making Imiangaly appear

lighter skinned? Possibly she doesn’t mean what she says.

On the language of skin colour in Malagasy: mavomavo (dark yellow—used pejoratively in referring to skin
colour... connotations of being from the countryside and therefore supposedly backward; of no renown);

manga (blue—meaning black, shiny-black, lustrous; also meaning excellent, admirable).

Discussion of a phrase like somary mangamanga iy, to describe somebody with dark skin when speaking in
public (= Je [/ she/ they| is|/ are] kind of biue)... can be used when the speaker doesn’t want to risk offence by

referring to someone as wainty (black)—Dblue also being associated with excellent / admirable things.

' On the immigration form to be torn out of the small welcome booklet always distributed to air
passengers before landing at Ivato International Airport, Antananarivo.

"% Imiangaly: “Manja’ (= Beautiful), February 18 2017. Via YouTube [online] ‘Tmiangaly - Manja LIVE.
Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h8RSIOEw72Y.
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__’s visible anger about the apparent need to euphemise in the first place: i you don’t think “mainty” is bad,

why do you bave to say it is good?

volotrandraka (volo = hair; trandraka = a hedgehoglike animal, that is regarded as dirty and that it is
forbidden to eat in the __ of Madagascar; __: for them, it’s less than shif). Phrase apparently used in parts of

the __ to refer to people from __, presumably a reference to the often straighter hair of the __.

__’s anecdote about a high-ranking police officer who was of the party at a wedding she attended. That he
had apparently made calls to traffic police colleagues all along the route from Ambanidia to Anosizato so

that the procession glided through Saturday traffic in 15 minutes.!"7 He opened the way.

__linking this story to his notion of the power of “the Lyric I” in Madagascar (essentially that powerful
people tend to feel more comfortable using the first person.) Sheltering under another’s Lyric I, he quips [much

laughter].

__asks __ how he would feel using the dialect of the coastal region where he spent his childhood in his

writing: Would you dare? (Answer, yes.)

Foreign naked women are okay. __ on the supposed hypocrisy of the bourgeoisie in Antananarivo—how they
would have paintings of vazaha!% nudes on the walls of their homes, but absolutely no way they’d allow Malagasy

bodies.

26 October 2010

"7 Ambanidia is a neighbourhood in Antananarivo just southeast of the centre. There is a tunnel under
the city’ central hill there. The neighbourhood of Anosizato is on the city’s western edge.

108 ~ white foreigner
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Image of a well-known face. Traffic island, Tsaralalana. Vomiting up papaya. Not because she’s drunk but

because she’s dying.

(On some other day sat there with spectacles putting pen to paper one leg over the other, just as I am now.)

(O est tous des pirates)

27 October 2009, Andohalo
with __, looking down in dark at lights along main avenue in Andrefan’Ambohijanahary... how he finds

quiet on streets ferrifying. (The drip, drip of political developments in Madagascar of no interest to __ head

honecho’?” in Johannesburg.)

27 October 2010

policeman and [alleged] bandit killed in Mahamasina last night. Blood still on ground—and __’s breed of

softness, as workpoint

29 October 2009, Analakely

Valse avec Bachir''® (@ the CCAC!!, the end-of-film-moment. .. ?30-year-old French girl immobilised in seat,

bearded bf’s sheepish efforts to console... an arm around, then leaving her. Elsewhere, near the back, __ 112

' Head of the bureau to which __ was filing his news reporting.

""" Waltz with Bashir (an animated film, exploring psychological impacts of the 1982 Lebanon War).
" French Cultural Centre.

"2 A journalist.

87



and __: a kiss. And me, out to find a taxi. (A NO loudly, too loudly, to three prostitutes.) And back here,

alone.

30-31 October 2019, University of Antananarivo

[On Poety Rebely ‘Ampela, vehivavy’ (= Young woman [in dialects in southern Madagascar|, woman)...]!!3

Talk of gender mainstreaming in Madagascar. __ on how she was given a toy kitchen set as a child, that her

parents would not have questioned this.

Students pick up on a reference in Poety Rebely’s song to a woman not being a servant (mpanompo...
except when she is, in fact, a servant. Leads to a lively discussion about the invisibility so far in students’
own conversations about conventional households of the mpanompo / mpanampy’’“ Ie. when students
have referred to #he man and the woman in a household, they seem to forget that there is often likely to be
another woman or girl also present. Students discuss what gender equality might mean for the mpanompo
/ mpanampy when, almost by definition, their role is characterised by a lack of power and equality. No

consensus.

The moment when, in passing, __ refers to a woman’s role (a wife, a mother). This was picked up on by the rest
of the group, leading to a conversation about how comprehensively patriarchal frames of reference have
been absorbed in society such that, just like Poety Rebely, even they (metropolitan middle class female

gender studies students), find themselves holding exactly the kind of attitudes that it is their work to critique.

[On Ottessa Moshfegh’s Jailbait...|'1>

' Poety Rebely: ‘Ampela, vehivavy’. 9 March 2019. Via Facebook [online] ‘Poety rebely — AMPELA,
VEHIVAVY’. Available at https://www.facebook.com/poete.rebelle.slam /videos/1036736663183438.
e literally “helper” = a carer-cook-cleaner, who is given a small salary, often without a contract, in return
for their “help” as well as sometimes food and / or lodging. It could be argued that many mpanampy in
Antananarivo today live in a dynamic that resembles modern slavery, according to most English
definitions of that term. It has also been my experience that many mpanampy in Antananarivo are treated
with kindness and, relative to norms in society at large in that city, at least, paid an ordinary wage. It is not
unusual to witness genuine mutual affection and tenderness between mpanampy and their employers.
Even where trust is minimal. Mpanampy sometimes address a man in the employing household with
words meaning “uncle”; or a woman “aunt”, etc.

"% Ottessa Moshfegh, Jailbait (Granta [online], 2018). Available at https://granta.com/jailbait/.
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I love the determination of the woman in the story... Nowadays it’s the easiest way to get what you want.

What 1 like is this really shows the arrogance of literature people, their moral violence.

She dared to say no.

[On Haody haody Ramatoa (= Knock knock, Madame), a poem from the Hainteny. . .]10

It really describes the situation of married people... Students agree that this poem, though well over a hundred years
old, exemplifies differences in present-day attitudes towards the fidelity of men and women in marriage.
Conversation moves on to a comparison of the commonly heard phrase wkatrano fiafina (= to be in a housebold
is to endure suffering; something that might be heard if it is a man that is unfaithful to his wife) and vebivayy

alifa (referring to a woman as a dog; something one might hear in relation to a woman who is unfaithful to

her husband.)

__’s story of how, as a child, boys like him in the coastal region where he grew up were forced to kill an
animal (for example, a cow, a dog, or a chicken) as a rite of passage. Now you’re a man. That a boy he knew,
whose mother was a single mother (this detail was evidently significant, in __’s mind) couldn’t do this...
and then faced ridicule in their local community. That it would have been totally acceptable for a girl to

decline.

__saying, with feeling, that he wants men and women to be equal, #ncluding emotionally. (What about in terms

of the right to carry a gun? —__ asks... — No difference, same goes for that, he says.)
Students discuss the language one would tend to hear in everyday conversation in Antananarivo concerning

attitudes towards transgender people: if a woman wants to become a man, that’s ber choice. .. whereas if a

man wants to become a woman, that’s bis problem.

Sunday 31 October 2010, Isoraka

" Teonard Fox, Hainteny: Traditional Poetry of Madagascar (Lewisburg, Pennsylvania: Bucknell University
Press, 1990), p. 220.
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9.45

__leaning against concrete pylon by windows of church at Ambatonalita, listening in to sermon (not his

usual spot)

rain on a million (tin) roofs?
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away from Descartes'”

117 The first draft of this section was written in Antananarivo in 2017.
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‘Cogito, ergo sum’, the French philosopher, René Descartes famously contended (I think, therefore I am).
Descartes declared himself certain that ‘I can have no knowledge of what is outside me, except by means

of the ideas I have within me.’!18

In the opening chapter to their 2015 book Retrieving Realism, contemporary philosophers Charles Taylor and
Hubert Dreyfus discuss Ludwig Wittgenstein’s contention in Philosophical Investigations that ‘A picture held
us captive’. Wittgenstein’s claim here, they write, ‘could be interpreted as saying that mainline
epistemological thinking, which descends from Descartes, has been contained within and hence shaped by
this not fully explicit picture; that this has been a kind of captivity, because it has prevented us from seeing
what is wrong with this whole line of thought. At certain points, we are unable to think “outside the box”
because the picture seems so obvious, so commonsensical, so unchallengeable.” Taylor and Dreyfus
characterise the book as an effort to explain this dependency in Western thought: “There is a big mistake
operating in our culture,” they write, ‘a kind of operative (mis)understanding of what it is to know, which

has had dire effects on both theory and practice in a host of domains...’19

What if the workings of a PhD thesis lay at least partially out of reach to Western rationalist epistemology

and its methodologies?

Whether within conversations around “de-centring” and “decolonising the curriculum”; or around the
reimagining of critical methods and orientations in the wake of the “postcritical turn”; or around “hybrid
writing”, “creative criticism” and the usefulness of a demarcation between the “creative” and the “critical”;
or around “practise based” or 7 practice-led” research, such a question would probably not struggle to find
a home within discourse in the arts and humanities during the period in which I have been a postgraduate
researcher (2015-2023). Yet it has haunted this project from the outset, because of a situation in which the
institutional frameworks that host it (and, through formal review checkpoints, hold the power of life and
death over it) appear to make no allowance for such a possibility, much in the way that Taylor and Dreyfus

describe. 120

118 _.assuré que je ne puis avoir aucune connaissance de ce qui est hors de moi, que par 'entremise des
idées que j’ai eu en moi’, from René Descartes, “Letter to Gibieuf of 19 January 1642, in The Philosophical
Works of Descartes, vol. 3, trans. John Cottingham et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), p.
201; quoted in Hubert Dreyfus and Chatles Taylor, Re#rieving Realisnr (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press, 105), p. 2.

119 Thid.

120 See UEA Research Degree Policy Documents; Section 12: Guidelines for Probationary Review, 28
April 2015 (updated October 2019). Available at

https://portal.uea.ac.uk/documents/6207125/6873036 /Section+12+-

+Guidance+on+Probationary+Review.pdf/a03d1318-71bf-486¢-9e63-c0f0833d76fe.
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At various points across this thesis, I touch on a sense of disorientation I have come to feel as a writer
(both before and after beginning my doctoral research) with regard to the distance between different
realities I have been moving between: geographically, lexically, otherwise. At times, this sense has been quite

acute.

This section traces a finger across that distance in an arc: progressing from the meta-discursive work of
literary theorist Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, via the writing of philosopher-ethnographer Alphonso Lingis; to
the more focussed disciplinary work of “new ethnographers” Kathleen Stewart in the United States and,
finally, to that of Stephen Muecke, walking streets I know well in Antananarivo—far away, therefore, but

how far away from Descartes?

Running through these various figures’ writing is a firm advocacy of non-interpretive practices within
contemporary scholarship—of interest to me here, since I have not found in conventional interpretive
practices with a Cartesian ancestry much that is useful to me in developing my practice as a poet in

Antananativo.

Also running through these figures’ writing, I will argue, is a paradox: that, on the one hand, whilst they
clearly share a frustration with models of language use with a Western rationalist orientation rooted in
Cartesian dualism, they also seem to share a difficulty in letting go of language derived from that same

understanding of what it is to know, in the course of trying to reach for an alternative.

This section is intended above all as a review of a set of writerly possibilities, from which I am then taking
my bearings as a researcher at the creative-critical interface in this thesis. It should be read as the first part
of a two-part methodology, directly informing my presentation of writing in /lobataona, fabavaratra, fararano,
and ririnina, and From Jean-Joseph, From Jean-Luc, From Julia, From Jobary, and of my own photographic work;

and proceeding on to its conclusion in the [un/ethical matters section.

German-American literary theorist Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht has devoted much of a distinguished academic
career to questions related to the limitations of the Cartesian epistemic picture. Though a number of his
books contain essays bearing on these questions, it is Gumbrecht’s 2004 publication, Production of Presence:
What Meaning Cannot Convey and Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung: On a Hidden Potential of Literature (2012), that
together set out most comprehensively his vision of the ills of the modern tradition of hermeneutics, as he

sees it, and how these might best be remedied.
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“|The] Cartesian dimension,” writes Gumbrecht, echoing Taylor and Dreyfus, “does not cover (and should
never cover) the full complexity of our existence, although we are led to believe that it does with probably
more overwhelming pressure than ever before.”’'2! Production of Presence addresses itself to an academic
climate in the arts and humanities in which, according to Gumbrecht, ‘the absolute dominance of meaning-
related questions had long led to the abandonment of all other types of phenomena and questions’ 22—
including that of “presence”, ‘a dimension in which cultural phenomena and cultural events become
tangible and have an impact on our senses and our bodies’.'?> Gumbrecht identifies such effects as
“presence effects”—typologically distinct from “meaning effects”, to which he says we are receptive,
instead, through cognitive processes in the mind. He argues that modern Western culture is predominantly
a “meaning culture” in that the dominant human self-reference in the West is consciousness; whereas
medieval Europe and many non-Western cultures today (he is not very specific) might be characterised as

“presence cultures”, in which ‘the dominant self-reference... is the body’.124

Gumbrecht then goes on to sketch out in brief his vision of future practices, which might help recover for
“critical writing” some independence from the iron grip of Western rationalism, as he sees it. He proposes
three possible conceptual toolkits to this end: “epiphany” (emphasising the presence element and, in
particular, “moments of intensity” in the field of aesthetics); “presentification” (emphasising the potential
aestheticisation of history, i.e. tangible contact with the past) and “deixis” (deictic teaching practice, i.e.
drawing students’ attention to phenomena and problems without specifying how these should be
approached).’? The book concludes with a chapter (“To Be Quiet for a Moment: About Redemption’),

which dwells on the place of non-verbal inquiry in exploring “presence”, as he sees it.

Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung effectively attempts to apply the arguments in relation to non-interpretive
method developed in Production of Presence, but with a twist on the notion of presence in the form of stmmung:
a German word approximating to “atmosphere” or “mood” in English. Literary moods or atmospheres,

Gumbrecht contends here, are the natural extensions or by-products of moods or atmospheres in everyday

121 Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, The Production of Presence: What Meaning Cannot Convey. (Stanford, California:
Stanford University Press, 2004), p. 42.

122 Ibid, p.16.

123 Tbid, back cover.

124 Ibid, pp. 79-81. Gumbrecht’s characterisation of these terms is a little vague and can confuse. He
mostly presents the “presence culture” vs. “meaning culture” distinction as more of a continuum than
strictly a dichotomy - and one primarily for use in discussing the nature of specific cultural phenomena;
i.e. certain cultural phenomena are more on one side whereas others are more on the other. At one point
he explicitly acknowledges that the distinction cannot be binary in characterizing a given culture.
However, his repeated references to “a presence culture” or “presence cultures” plural, i.e. as a countable
noun, have the effect of slowly undermining this and implying that he may perhaps see the distinction as
more binary than he suggests. His repeatedly comparing certain modern day non-Western cultures to
mediaeval Western cultures as presence cultures arguably appears to support this. His discussions here
remain mostly in the abstract.

125 Thid, p. 95.
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life—of which the material qualities of language in texts carry seemingly endless proof. After a brief
introductory discussion of its origins, the book comprises a collection of nine essays: each in a relation to a
different literary text or other cultural object, from Shakespeare’s sonnets to Caspar David Friedrich’s
paintings, to the voice of Janis Joplin—and each establishing itself, in its own way, as an argument in favour
of a reading that (a) is attuned to stimmung and (b) transcends practices one would normally recognise as
being interpretive (and thus inclinations one would normally associate with Western rationalism). The book

concludes with three essays discussing cases of stizmung in Western intellectual culture.

T am engaged in an experiment,” writes Gumbrecht, ‘where the certainties and conventions of how to write
are still undefined.”'?¢ It would be tempting to put it down simply to this spirit of experimentation, but there
is in these two books a persistent tendency towards equivocation in the way in which Gumbrecht outlines
his alternative methodologies, such that one begins to wonder how far he has doubts himself about their
usefulness; whether he seems clear in himself on what he is suggesting they should entail—and if he is not,
one begins to wonder, why might this be? Almost as if admitting defeat before the relevant chapter gets
under way, Gumbrecht introduces his ‘tentative concepts’ of “epiphany”, “presentification” and “deixis”
in Production of Presence, by regretting that ‘we are not able yet (for sheer lack of appropriate concepts) to
enter an intellectual world of postmetaphysical epistemology.’'?” Similarly, in a chapter on states of feeling
in Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice in Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung, Gumbrecht reflects that ‘in the best of
cases, we can amplify the impression of fullness they produce’—hardly a ringing endorsement of the value
of reading for stimmung.\?® More generally, there is such a variety of verbs used in phrases describing what
is to be done with literary stimmung that the reader can perhaps be forgiven for some confusion: are we to
‘uncover—"129 or ‘retrace—"13 or ‘identify—’13! or ‘concentrate on—’132 or ‘follow configurations of—’133
or ‘review cases of—’13% atmospheres and moods? And what might these terms amount to, in practice?
Gumbrecht does not elaborate. Sooner or later, one may begin to question how far any of Gumbrecht’s

activities are from the very interpretive practices he sets out to distance himself from.

In a 1994 essay entitled .4 Farewell to Interpretation, Gumbrecht discusses a precursor to his notion of
y s

“presence”: that of “materialities of communication”. However, he sounds here a more radical note with

regard to what making adequate space for “materialities of communication” in arts and humanities research

would require in terms of moving beyond conceptual thinking: ‘Perhaps we even jeopardize the most

126 Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung: On a Hidden Potential of Literature (Stanford,
California: Stanford University Press, 2012), p. 18.

127 Ibid, pp. 91-2.

128 Thid, p. 75.

129 Thid, p.16.

130 Tbid, p.16.

131 Tbid, p.17.

132 Thid, p.12.

133 Tbid, pp.12-13.

134 Ibid, p.13.
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important option offered by the materialities approach’, he states, ‘if we dream of a new stability for renewed
concepts in a future age of theory’. He goes on to evoke the possibility of seeing the world as ‘a sphere of
extremely short-lived phenomena and without any stable or general concepts for their description.” In other
words, an end to the dominance of “critical writing” led by concepts. ‘Rather than overcoming the
resistance that “materialities of communication” offer to our contemporary concepts and theories, we
might profit from this resistance,” he suggests.!3> It seems that the difference between the trajectory of these
eatly reflections of Gumbrecht on the one hand and his later cries for, for example, ‘concepts that would allow
us to point to what is irreversibly nonconceptual in onr lives’3 gets to the heart of a problematic ambivalence
pervading Gumbrecht’s work on Cartesianism, taken as a whole. As the author of an excellent review of
Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung, Matheus de Brito has it, Gumbrecht ‘defended the end of Theory and, still, here
he is, doing Theory.”137

One does not need to look far in Production of Presence and Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung to note that for all of
his eloquent, meticulous dismissals of Cartesianism (there are a great manyl), Gumbrecht appears still
surprisingly at home with concepts and the language of interpretation. He is quick to demarcate ‘layers’ of
moods in Shakespeare’s sonnets.!?® Introducing his discussion of the appeal of sport in another book, he
refers unprompted to fascination as his ‘concept of choice’.!? And at one point in Atmosphere, Mood,
Stimmung he appears effectively to slip and refer to the reading for stimmung he advocates as a ‘kind of
interpretation.’'40 It should also be said that the typological distinction made between “presence effects”

and “meaning effects” in Production of Presence is itself reminiscent of Cartesian dualism.

Moreover, the kind of positioning that Gumbrecht seems to feel naturally comfortable with is classically
one of mediation—in a way entirely in step with orthodox interpretive practices, albeit between the reader
and presences, atmospheres or moods contained in a text, rather than conceptual content. ‘It is less a matter
of disclosing the meaning that underlies the text’, Gumbrecht writes, ‘than of setting free the potential it
contains’—still seeming to argue against the autonomy of works of art and to imply the need for such extra
work in the first place. But does Gumbrecht really believe in the need for this mediation? Sometimes one
detects that he may not. ‘Stimmungen from the past can strike us directly and without mediation, provided

we are open for them. S#mmungen are capable of leaping across the boundaries of hermeneutic

135 Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, ‘A Farewell to Interpretation’ in Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht and Karl Ludwig
Pteitter (eds.) Materialities of Communication (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1994), p. 402.
136 Gumbrecht, Production of Presence, p. 140.

157 Matheus de Brito, ‘Stimmungen or “In the Mood for Differentiality””. Materialidades da 1 eteratura 2, 1
(2004), p. 187.

138 Gumbrecht, Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung, pp. 48-9.

139 Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Iz Praise of Athletic Beanty. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 2000), p. 151.

140 In a discussion of Thomas Mann’s Death in 1 enice, Gumbrecht calls for ‘a third way of reading—the
kind of interpretation that places greater stock in Mann’s 1911 visit to Venice than in his working through
his own self-image as a writer’, ibid Gumbrecht, Azmosphere, Mood, Stimmung, p. 74.
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interpretation, so to speak,” Gumbrecht states, rounding off a discussion of the affective qualities of light
in Caspar David Friedrich’s paintings.'#! Elsewhere, he advocates ‘discovering sources of energy in artefacts
and giving oneself over to them affectively and bodily’14%; and, elsewhere in a discussion of the novellas of
Marfa de Zayas, he refers to literary atmospheres ‘in which we may—and should—immerse ourselves.’143
Is a degree of conscious receptivity to “critical writing” on a given text not inevitably, to some degree,
disruptive of a strictly immersive, bodily engagement with that text; a reading in which one “lets go”? 144
Naturally, it is likely to vary from genre to genre and it depends, too, on the manner in which one re-reads.
In any case, one might reasonably ask how much reading-for is necessary in order to spot moods or
atmospheres in a text to give oneself over to and enjoy dwelling in—and therefore whether the role
Gumbrecht is taking on for himself here is perhaps ultimately redundant. In the last chapter of Production of
Presence entitled “To be Quiet for a Moment: About Redemption’, Gumbrecht writes slightly ominously,

‘We should pause from time to time and be silent’, for presence cannot use too many words’. 145

What, then, of the ideas for non-interpretive methodologies Gumbrecht proposes in place of interpretive
practices—according to the terms in which they are conceived? In both Production of Presence and Atmosphere,
Mood, Stimmung the reader is left in a slightly strange position. In the case of the former, “epiphany”,
“presentification” and “deixis” are sketched out in such a lack of detail (and so briefly: three concepts over
just 40 pages of a 150-page book) that it is hard to know what it is one is supposed to critique—other than
the summary I have offered in my introduction. Speaking as a creative writing teacher, I couldn’t possibly
disagree with the value of directing students towards the experience of inspiration; towards a sensuous
connection with our past, and towards an approach to exploring philosophical questions without first
prescribing a “correct” method.!# But Gumbrecht makes no explicit link with “creative” teaching or,
indeed, writing practices. Indeed, he offers no view on a mode of writing that might be better suited to
implementing his non-interpretative methods than the one he uses to introduce them. To borrow once
again from Matheus de Brito’s account of reading .Atmosphere, Mood and Stimmung, either Gumbrecht relies
in this book on an approach that is not actually all that intuitive when it comes to it or he was ‘not able to
elaborate a proper presentation of his very working principle, which is aesthetics as the opposite of literary
theory... Itis as if he has eliminated the procedure after getting the by-product, not going too far from any
reading for semantics.#7 It zs hard to know what to critique in Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung in terms of non-

interpretive method, as the book effectively fails to model any method or objective other than drawing the

141 Ibid, p. 20.

142 Tbid, p. 71.

143 Tbid, p. 55.

144 A recent book by Christina Vischer Bruns discusses “lostness” in immersive reading as fundamentally
in opposition to literary-critical modes of reading. See Christina Vischer Bruns, Why Literature? (New
York: Continuum, 2011), pp. 11-36.

145 Gumbrecht: Production of Presence, p. 134.

146 | have found this is particularly important in my teaching at the University of Antananarivo, where a
French teaching method foregrounding “dictée” (dictation) has died hard.

147 de Brito, ‘Stimmungen or “In the Mood for Differentiality’”, p. 189.
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reader’s attention to the importance of mood or atmosphere—a given for the ordinary reader, while
arguably something of a moot point to a readership ordained in the workings of Western rationalism: there
is a simple, unresolvable incommensurability between a presence, an atmosphere, a mood; a manifestation
of stimmung (rather than simply the notions of presence, atmosphere, mood, stimmung) on the one hand—and
the Western rationalist language of conceptual thinking and analysis on the other hand, which Gumbrecht

does not seem to allow for.

‘When my colleagues, the literary critics and literary theorists, speak of “language” they normally think of
something that requires “interpretation”, something that invites us to attribute well-circumscribed meanings
to words,” writes Gumbrecht elsewhere.!%8 There are interesting moments in Azmosphere, Mood, Stinmung
when Gumbrecht appears to be on the point of discussing the limitations of Western rationalism in the
light of the so-called problem of ineffability. Atmospheres and moods have a singularity that can ‘never be
defined absolutely by language or concepts’ he writes;'%’ indeed, ‘in many cases, it is better to gesture

towards potential moods instead of describing them in detail.”150

Yet, tantalisingly, these references tend to fizzle out without being developed and, at other times, labelling
atmospheres and moods reductively is exactly what Gumbrecht sets about doing most purposefully in
relation to texts, or even to a whole genre: ‘this mood of embarrassment lies thick on the whole work’, he
writes of the picaro;'>! and words such as “calm”, “joy”, “pain”, “irritability” are used in a way that does an
injustice to the particularity of what it is they are referring to. Ragnhild Tronstad, another reviewer of
Gumbrecht’s work on the limitations of Cartesianism (such reviews are surprisingly few on the ground),
refers to this problem in Production of Presence in the context of her work in performance studies. “Treasured,
yet virtually ungraspable,” she writes, ‘presence is radically determined to evade conceptualization: the more
concrete and tangible its representations, the less it lends itself to representation; in particular, to verbal
representation.’!3 Tronstad reminds us that Gumbrecht never fully tackles the inherent slipperiness—or as

she has it ‘the uncompromisingly evanescent quality’—of presence as a concept.!>? It is hard to see how a

reflection upon this aspect of presence would not enrich Gumbrecht’s discussions.

Finally, here, I would like to touch on Gumbrecht’s stance in his writing in relation to the world of feelings.
In his short introductory chapter in Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung, Gumbrecht effectively forces his own hand
on this with a passing reference to Hegel’s warning against dissolving into the “mush of the heart” when

discussing atmospheres and moods. Gumbrecht’s response to this phrase promises to be revealing,

148 Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Our Broad Present (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), p. 2.
1499 Gumbrecht, Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung, p. 15.

150 Ibid, p. 16.

151 Ibid, p. 37.

152 Ragnhild Tronstad, Presence and Mediation: on the participatory SMS performance Surrender
Control’. International Journal of Performance Arts and Digital Media 11, 1 (2015), p. 54.

153 Ibid, p. 54.
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whatever it is. And in the end, it is as if he blushes: ‘No definite answer exists to this question, nor is there
a sure way to guarantee immunity. Concentrating on formal phenomena permits one to avoid the worst...’
and so Gumbrecht continues, apparently entirely without irony.'>* One might imagine Gumbrecht to be a
tirm advocate of modes of writing that focus on the personal and microscopic in his critique of a Cartesian
failure to cover the fullness of human experience, rather than the cultural and macroscopic. Yet the evidence
is largely to the contrary. His missing the opportunity to counter Hegel in the passage above is, I believe,
particularly telling and his criticism of the dominance of the metrics of Western rationalism in the arts and
humanities is, on the whole, strikingly free of language likely to appeal to the reader through anything other
than the metrics of Western rationalism. Or as Matheus de Brito has it, maybe Gumbrecht s lagging behind
his own insights — making too much sense out of its very refusal — in order not to sound too “intuitive”,

and that’s why he sounds like an academic even when avoiding being one.”5

The work of American philosopher Alphonso Lingis on the limitations of Western rationalism in many
ways speaks to that of Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht. Lingis’s writing is stylised and perambulatory in comparison
to Gumbrecht’s—a very different reading experience. But both writers set out to define themselves against
the same tradition in Western thought: “the rational community” or “the Evil Geniuses of Interference”
or “our White Mythology of Reason” as Lingis has it. “The established discourse’, Lingis writes, ‘can limit
and even dislodge our experience of what is important and urgent.”!> The Western rationalist researcher
‘sets itself up as a legislator of his own laws’ but ‘excludes the savages, the mystics, the psychotics—excludes
their utterances and their bodies.”’>”Other people are not just other perspectives, other points of view,

bearers of other data...’!58

These kinds of protests quickly develop in an almost rhythmic refrain throughout Lingis’s books. They are
repeatedly mixed with, and animated by, an exposition of the everyday importance of what one might call
the “how” of communication: meaning that may only be felt or conveyed non-verbally. It is in this area
that Lingis’s texts are perhaps at their most compelling in their critique of Western rationalist modes of
inquiry. This sometimes takes the form of a discrete phrase before the discussion bolts off in another
direction: ‘It is on the faces of others that we see their values’, he writes. Or it may be a paragraph: ‘Our
father turns off the video game and seats himself in front of us. Our wife looks at us in the eyes and asks

what is wrong. We look to her eyes to see if she is pleased or displeased with our response, if her eyes

154 Gumbrecht, Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung, p. 15.

155 de Brito, ‘Stimmungen or “In the Mood for Differentiality’, p. 189.

156 Alphonso Lingis, The First Person Singular (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2007), p.
123.

157 Alphonso Lingis, The Community of Those Who Have Nothing in Common (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana
University Press, 1994), p. 11.

158 Alphonso Lingis, Dangerous Emotions (Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2000), p. 101.
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sanction or stigmatize. The pleasure or displeasure is not like a color or shape on them; it is the trace of the
inward movement of her subjectivity... the eyes that fix us are black holes’.!> Or it may span as a kind of
set piece (Lingis’s writing is nothing if not performative) over a chapter or, indeed, several chapters—his
chapters are rarely longer than ten pages and can be almost aphoristic at a page or less. Much as chapter
and book headings may suggest tantalisingly otherwise, Lingis’s work resists, in fact, azy effort to divide it
into tidy thematic concerns so as to be more bite-size for conventional “critical analysis”. This is almost

certainly a tactic, to make his work resistant to a linear, “orderly” reading.

Lingis’s relentlessly detailed, highly sensual, often bawdy invocations of the physical apparently form part
of the same line of attack—sometimes to great effect—and are equally unpredictable in terms of length
and apparent relevance (or irrelevance) to anything immediately prior: “The echoes and the murmurs that
wander off things, the odors that emanate from them, the voluptuous contours and hollows of things and
of the waves and rain that caress, the mossy forests and nocturnal fragrances that fondle one’s surfaces and
penetrate one’s orifices, and the night they cast about their luminous outcroppings belong to the reality of
things and make the things visible and real...” is a sentence plucked from his 1994 book The Community of
Those Who Have Nothing in Common.'®° Though followers of Lingis’s writing through to his most recent books
would likely agree that a passage like this could belong in any of them, and in any part of them. Dutifully

annotating a whole book can begin to feel like a joke on Lingis’s part at one’s own expense!

What, then, 7s the solution Lingis advocates for offsetting the legacy of “the rational community”’? Or does
Lingis’s own method mean to set itself up as the only necessary answer to this question? And how far does
Lingis eventually stray in his own method from the disciplinary conventions he dismisses with such vigour?
He does not seem to reach for conceptual tools quite as naturally as Gumbrecht, but his work nevertheless
reveals what one might imagine him to regard as alarming tendencies—as measured, on first glance, against
the politics and ethics in his critique of Western rationalism. For a philosopher seeming to invest so heavily
in a purely performative element, it makes sense, perhaps, to look first to the constituency of his audience

in an attempt to explore better the question of his writing’s intentions.

‘He brings an anthropological gaze to the largely marginalized and enigmatic Western understandings of
emotions,” writes reviewer Anton Mischewski of Lingis’s Dangerous Emotions; ‘readers are taken on a rich
and strange itinerary that spans Te Pito O Te Henua (Faster Island), the Brazilian working-class barrio of
Balconcillo, the deepest canyon on earth (...) to name a few places... His rich descriptions of these
emotional intensities disturb conventional definitions, reactions and understandings.’!¢! It is possible that

to many Western academics like Mischewski—and, perhaps, to many a casual reader in the West—there is

159 Lingts, The First Person Singular, p. 96.
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161 Anton Mischewski, ‘Alphonso Lingis’s Dangerous Emotions: A Review’. Culture, Health & Sexuality
2003 5, 2 (2003), p. 167.
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a Rider Haggardesque “titillation factor” to Lingis’s writing as philosophy and that so many passing
references to quetzals, sphinxes, Nuba women (‘elegant as gazelles, bold as lionesses’), orphaned HIV-
positive children, sphinxes, swamps and so on are somehow considered benign!¢2, Separating intentional
from unintentional irony in Lingis’s work can be disorientating. Perhaps, again, the joke is on his readers
and Lingis’s whole career is a deadpan parody of Western orientalist rhetoric, as well as of Western rational
thought. However, it is probably safe to assume that it is not. And in any case, unsurprisingly, there is
another constituency of reviewer that looks considerably less favourably on Lingis’s brand of intertwining

the bodily with the exotic.

In an article entitled ‘Spurning Alphonso Lingis’ Thai ‘Lust’ The Perils of a Philosopher at Large, Thai
Studies specialist Peter A. Jackson delivers a coruscating critique of the hypocrisy and eurocentrism in
Lingis’s work that brings to mind controversies surrounding writers such as Ryszard Kapuscinski. ‘In
writing on the history of male homoeroticism in Thailand’, Jackson writes, ‘I have often felt constrained by
the required forms of academic discourse, a highly recalcitrant genre which in many of its varieties
objectifies the people one wants to talk about while creating a god-like aura of omniscience around the
author’.193 He goes on to document extensively how in his view this applies to Lingis, who ‘looks only for
confirmations of Western theory in the [Thai] other and distorts the [Thai] data to fit his view.”1%4 In another
review of four of Lingis’s books, Afphonso Lingis's We—A Collage, Not a Collective; Alexander E. Hooke
appears to give Lingis the benefit of the doubt in his unapologetic use of the first person plural throughout
these books, whilst acknowledging that he is “seemingly oblivious to the ongoing controversies over any
legitimate use of we.”19> However whether provocation or oversight (or an unresolved quandary of his own
about the presentation of the “anecdotal” in academic publications), Lingis’s default position is, at best, to
depersonalise his subjects—giving the overall impression that his interest in individual subjectivity is
primarily a conceptualised one. Indeed, despite Lingis’s protest that Western rationalism operates such that
an individual’s experience is ‘divested of the individual light and tone they have for the one who sees and
experiences them, and divested of the surprise and significance when that person came upon them’, his
writing, taken as a whole, is surprisingly cleansed of affective content and displays a quintessentially Western
rationalist ease with objectification.!® As reviewer of Dangerous Emotions John Lechte puts it, ‘despite
appearances, this is a book of the greatest detachment, where description of the erotic rubs shoulders with

the coolest of analysis.”1¢7 Again, it is hard to believe this is all knowing and ironic—and even if Lingis’s

162 These are too numerous to list here. The particular reference to Nuba women is in Lingis, The
Community of Those Who Have Nothing in Common, p. 181.

163 Peter Jackson, ‘Spurning Alphonso Lingis’ Thai Lust: The Perils of a Philosopher at Large’. Intersections:
Gender, History and Culture in the Asian Context, 2 (1999), p. 29.
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books were all a sort of dystopian vision of the lifelessness wrought on the world by Western Reason (a
move that would clearly also be in the service of Western Reason) they do not offer readers a vision of a

happier alternative.

Lingis’s writing at times strays into incoherence. Again, it is impossible to know for sure whether this, too,
is a tactic and part of a practical joke on readers designed to destabilise the language of Reason. But the
presence of factual errors (Tuareg do not live free of possessions!é8, Madagascar is not in the Pacific!®;
transvestites are not invisible in Bangkok!"™—one wonders if, rather like the painter Henti Rousseau who
never visited the jungles he painted, Lingis has ever been to the places he evokes) suggests this incoherence
is another part of Lingis’s almost hyperactive refusal to sit still and speak in concrete terms: apparently more
obfuscation than careful ellipsis for a specific purpose. And then there is his tendency for repetition,
sometimes even of the same sentence in different books. Compare, for example, ‘In leaving overpaid private
nursing of the pampered rich to care for the wounded and the famished in a refugee camp, a nurse finds
that she is doing what she really wants to do,”'"! from Dangerons Emotions to ‘In leaving highly paid private
nursing for the pampered rich to care for the wounded and the famished in a refugee camp, a nurse finds
that she is doing what she really wants to do’ in First Person Singular'7?. There are other such examples. Even
the photographs in his books can be recycled: the image of a man posing at the beginning of Chapter 7 of
Foreign Bodies turns up ten years later on the front cover of Trusz. This kind of pattern seems to point more

towards a carelessness on Lingis’s part than anything else.

“There are no intelligible concepts that grasp the languorous liquidity of the water in the bath’, writes Lingis
in First Person Singular;'™ elsewhere, he writes, ‘there is never a perfect fit of words on the things they
designate.”17* Perhaps, rather like Gumbrecht, Lingis’s missed opportunity in advancing the cause of a non-
interpretive method in his critique of “the rational community” is his not experimenting in any sustained
way with another mode of writing that might be more at ease in the liquidity of bathwater; and at peace
with the limitations of descriptive language. Again, especially if Lingis continues to publish academically, it
is surely not enough from the point of view of arguing the cause of a different method to that of “the
rational community” simply to identify the problem. Ultimately, Lingis displays the same tendency to name
and label as does Gumbrecht—for all his implied interest in the concept of inexpressibility, Lingis’s liberal
use of adjectives is not marked as provisional meaning-making; it is not tinged with any apparently sincere
sense of a writer frustrated with the limitations of their tools. On the contrary, we have ‘the agile

luminousness that shines in my eyes, the warmth in my hands, the ardour in my face, and the spirituality in
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my breath, the other seeks the pleasure that is enjoyment in, involution and the dying in the elemental. The

other seeks the contact and the accompaniment.’—And with this, another of Lingis’s chapters ends.!”

Admired by Lingis, Kathleen Stewart’s 1996 publication A Space on the Side of the Road draws on encounters
in the coal-mining region of West Virginia in the United States.'’® Her Ordinary Affects (2007) draws on
encounters across the United States, though mostly in the suburbs of large towns and cities. It is quite
difficult to summarise the workings of these two books. As works of what has come to be known as “new
ethnography”, both seek to distance themselves from any possible whiff of anthropological heritage, with
its roots in Western rationalist models of knowledge-composition and language use. This leads Stewart to
a so-called ficto-critical approach: blending forms of descriptive notation, narrative, quoted dialogue and a
style of commentary that is particular to new ethnographic writing. Though their titles might suggest
otherwise, these works have a common cause, therefore: each labours at some length both to renounce
Western rationalist modes of inquiry within ethnographic writing and to deviate from the scholarly tradition

of trying to maintain a “critical distance” between research subject and research object.

As with the writing of Lingis, undertaking an orderly discussion of the main argument that seems to run
through A Space on the Side of the Road and Ordinary Affects—essentially that cultural critique can and must be
free to exist outside the language of Reason, as well as within it—is not a straightforward task. In fact, in
keeping with the spirit of her argument, Stewart opts for a writing style which seems to consciously resist

methodical handling. As Kathleen Stewart writes in A Space on the Side of the Road:

Whatif I tried to arrest the progress of truth claims that reduce “anecdotal evidence” to a secondary
and deeply suspect status? What if I tried to invert the hierarchy of “conceptual thought” over
“data” and to take my own task of cultural translation as the supplement? What if in the place of a
transcendent system or code there was only the anecdote, the fragment—insufficient and
unfinished? What if the density of trash, porches, and hand-painted signs [in West Virginia] were
allowed to disrupt intellectual concentration to a point where their material substance rubs against

thought with a friction that generates cognitive sparksr17’

Indeed, new ethnography, writes Kathleen Stewart, consists in the effort ‘to displace not just the signs or
products of essentialism (generalizations, reifications) but the very desires that motivate academic

essentialism itself—the desire for decontaminated “meaning”, the need to require that visual and verbal

175 Lingis, The Community of Those Who Have Nothing in Common, p. 132.
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177 Kathleen Stewart, A Space on the Side of the Road (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), pp. 71-2.
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constructs yield meaning down to their last detail, the effort to get the gist, to gather objects of analysis into

an order of things.’

Writing in a similar vein in Ordinary Affects eleven years later, Stewart expresses her wish ‘to slow the quick
jump to representational thinking long enough to find ways of approaching the complex and uncertain
objects that fascinate us because they literally hit us or exert a pull on us.” Likening them to Raymond
Williams’s “social experiences in solution”, Stewart writes that ordinary affects, too, “do not have to await
definition, classification, or rationalization before they exert palpable pressures.” Her effort, she writes, ‘is
not to finally “know” them—to collect them into a good story of what’s going on—but to fashion some
form of address that is adequate to their form; to find something to say about ordinary affects by performing
some of their intensity and texture.”'”8 And in this endeavour—a series of small, sometimes journal-like,
attunements to everyday events or “affects” stretched out over 120 pages—Ordinary Affects makes for some
compelling, sometimes poignant reading: an unexpected smile at the check-out of a convenience store
(entitled ‘Encounters’7); a faltering first date at a café on a town square in Ohio (entitled ‘First Date’!80); a
jail term of twenty-five years for a half-hearted robbery with a baseball batt in Texas (‘Botched Robbery’!81);

clothes drying in the breeze beside the river at the Mexico border city of Nuevo Laredo (‘Border story 17).182

However, one seems to be never very far away from a tendency in each of A Space on the Side of the Road and
Ordinary Affects towards exactly the kind of interpretive and discursive reflexes that these texts aim to query;
a straining to conceptualise unfolding events, and to spell out their “meanings” in a rhetorical style which
can only work against the texts’ simultaneous evocation of the importance of immanence. Why the need

for what Stewart calls “cultural translation”?

For example, there is the story in Ordinary Affects of a friend of a friend of Stewart’s who passed out drunk
on some railway tracks one night and was then killed by a train. It is a gripping story, with vivid imagery.
However, the effect of the story is then spoiled by an apparent urge, the moment that the telling of it is
over, to summarise and “translate” it into the language of concepts, rather than allowing the story to speak

for itself; to ask its own questions in its own way:

It’s as if the train sparks weighted promises and threats and incites a reckless daydream of being
included in a world. This is the daydream of a subject whose only antidote to structural

disenfranchisement is a literal surge of vitality and mobility. A subject whose extreme vulnerability

178 From Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), pp. 132-
3; quoted in Kathleen Stewart, Ordinary Affects (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2007),
pp. 3-4.
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is rooted in the sad affect of being out of place, out of luck, or caught between a rock and a hard
place, and who makes a passionate move to connect to a life when mainstream strategies like self-
discipline or the gathering of resources like a fortress around the frail body are not an option. A
subject who is literally touched by a force and tries to take it on, to let it puncture and possess one,
to make oneself its object, if only in passing. A subject for whom an unattainable hope can become

the tunnel vision one needs to believe in a world that could include one. 183

Similarly, Stewart mentions the way in which the word “ideal” in poor mining communities of West Virginia
sometimes stands in for the word “idea” in everyday speech there. She transcribes a miner’s account of his
drinking habit and the behaviour this leads to, before proceeding to some theorisation on gender-related
roles in the mining way of life and a lengthy deconstruction of the word “ideal”, such that the man’s story,
far from apparently being given value for all it contains immanently and allowed to stand on its own two
feet, begins to look like a pretext for another conversation. The difference in tone between the man’s style
of language and Stewart’s own in discussing it does not sit easily with her wish stated elsewhere, to collapse
distances between research object and research subject, and to mould her mode of critique around their

utterances:

ARBUTUS ANDERSON: Oh, I was a sinner. I'd do anything atall [sic].

I’d get drunk and lay out all night on my wife, gamble, rob people, oh, just anything, I didn’t care.
Me and some of my buddies, we’d do lookin’ somebody to beat up.

And this one boy, we got him down to where he couldn’t git up no more and I kicked him in the
mouth and the blood a comin’.

That’s right! That’s how I done people! And I jess stood there and laughed a watchin’ that blood
come and havin’ me a good ol’ time.

But praise Jesus, He saved me.!84

—and then Kathleen Stewart:

The problem of ideals, then, is not that of a simple tension between notion and its always incomplete
realization, or between the ideal and the real, but a split born within the dialectical structure of the
notion itself. The internal split, or gap, in ideals creates the possibility, if not the necessity, for
complex appropriations, resistances, and excesses. It posits not just the possibility of different

voices ot points of view but a wound in the very notion of the natural, the necessary, or the good

183 Stewart, Ordinary Affects, p. 116.
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in the social order. It introduces an “Other” order of mysterious discontinuities and continuities,

strange reversals, surprising revelations, and unexpected eruptions of agency. 8>

Stewart then continues, finally (as if this had, perhaps, been her main intention all along) trying to situate
Arbutus Anderson’s words and her own thoughts on the use of “ideals” in West Virginia within Western

critical discoutse:

In the dizzying spin of naturalized and denaturalized meanings, 7deals (ideas) ate read out of acts
and appearances as if they were signs that could reveal something more. They show themselves
and retreat again, at once submerged in and emergent in an immanent subtext that reads events in
the mode of “as if”. Ideals, then, take on the weight of the very dialectic of centripetal and
centrifugal forces (Bakhtin 1981) itself—the sheer chronicling of “thangs that happen” in a dialectic
with a sense of something more and underlying, the revelation of a hidden meaning discovered in
the accidental contingencies of the everyday, the gathering of the accidents of birth and
circumstance to the momentary clarity of ideas of fate and social place, the dismantling of the
seemingly natural in the face of critique and surprise reversal. The space of a fluid and shifting
boundary between naturalized “ordinary” speech and speech-that-turns-back-on-itself gives rise to
both affirmative, reproductive, hegemonic forces in culture and critical, innovative,
counterhegemonic impulses (Bauman and Briggs 1990). Both are formed together in ideals as a
form of semiotic praxis that is itself social act. Like all language taken as a form of social praxis,
they are deviations from the reductions of the “ordinary” and “standard” and proliferations out of

the bare bones of the Really Real. (S. Stewart 1984; Thibault 1991; Volosinov 1986).186

Just as with Gumbrecht’s labelling of atmospheres and moods, or Lingis’s ramblings about what may be
contained in a look, there seems to be a simple incommensurability between Arbus Anderson’s utterances

on the one hand, and the interpretive language found in Stewart’s attendant explications, on the other!s’.

185 Ibid, pp. 187-8.

186 Stewart, Ordinary Affects, p. 188. Writing in the journal Awerican Ethnologist, a reviewer of A Space on the
Side of the Road, Patricia Sawin, notes that ‘one might criticize the repetitiveness of the critical
vocabulary—desire, memory, excess, trembling, indeterminacy’, though suggests that ‘practically speaking,
this will make it easier to extract individual chapters for readings’l The repetition in Stewart’s discussions
echoes that in Lingis’s: words like sociability, dense, signs, trembling, re-memberings, de-compose,
mimetic, culled, etc are repeated throughout A Space on the Side of the Road and Ordinary Affects. See Patricia
Sawin, ‘A Space on the Side of the Road: Cultural Poetics in an “Other” America by Kathleen Stewart
(Review)’. American Ethnologist 25,1 (1998).

187 I can well understand why many readers of such a passage would gladly accept the invitation it appears
to extend towards further discussion of what it raises. Speaking for myself, however, to do so—to take at
face value the interpretive work she is undertaking—would feel disingenuous (and possibly, therefore,
unethical) in the light of the incommensurability I refer to. I quite fundamentally do not believe in the
value of such work in relation to poetic language such as Arbutus Anderson’s here, as quoted by Stewart.

107



>, <cl

Readers of this kind of new ethnographic writing might eventually be left wondering if Stewart’s “immanent

critique” in the end adds up to much more than a critique of the concept of immanence. 188

In some way, “new ethnographer” Stephen Muecke and photographer Max Pam’s book Contingency in
Madagascaris an unremarkable blend of the things I have discussed in the writing of Gumbrecht, Lingis and
Stewart. I feel it deserves special attention here, though, because it is, to my knowledge, the only example
of a “new ethnographic” writing practice that has passed through Madagascar.!$? My engagement with this
particular book is inevitably a more personal one. So I will be writing more extensively in the first person

than I have so far.

Muecke’s own use of the first person and certain passages written in a diary entry-like style of notation
brings a sense of immediacy to the work, a sense of things unravelling in real time as the book progresses;

that an end destination is not already known:

Diary entry, 21¢ June. Went down to the Ave de la Liberation. Very few people about, cars off the
street because the government feared ‘hotheads’ would get out of control. Quite a few ‘normal’
sunglasses indicating a nervousness, as did one family with the protective eclipse-watching glasses
taped to their two little boys” heads, so that the elder boy seemed to have watched the sun all the
time, and the little one was looking away, seeing nothing through the opaque material. Another
family went past quickly at the height of the eclipse, the woman with a shawl completely covering

her face, the man holding up his newspaper to protect himself; they hurried on.1%

Regarding his position in relation to the people in his writing, Muecke also seeks to adopt a similar stance
to Stewart’s (he quotes ‘A Space on the Side of the Road’ at some length). Muecke writes of ‘a New
Ethnography which flattens hierarchies, which endorses a more symmetrical relationship between Us and
Them, and expands that to a network of relationships without a clear control centre. It speaks of its writing
as fluid, mobile and even nervous about how it relates to any system’!°1. There is also something effective
about an approach to form in much of Muecke’s writing, which might best be described as ‘digression as

method’. Just as with Stewart’s and Lingis’s writing, to some extent Contingency in Madagascar does not order

188 Stewart, A Space on the Side of the Road, p. 24.

189 Stephen Muecke and Max Pam, Contingency in Madagascar (Chicago: Intellect, The University of Chicago
Press, 2012), p. 42. See also Muecke’s earlier journal article based on the same Madagascar trip: Stephen
Muecke, ‘Contingency theory: the Madagascan Experiment’. Interventions International Journal of Postcolonial
Studies 6, 2 (2004). Please note: my writing in this sub-section is based on Muecke and Pam’s book and
not on this article.
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itself into a narrative. Instead, for much of the book, each chunk of writing is allowed its own silent

conversation with other chunks.

Like Stewart, Muecke unsurprisingly takes aim at conventions historically followed by anthropologists or
‘pillars of the “modernist settlement” of European rationality’ (a phrase that would also not look out of
place in Gumbrecht and Lingis’s writing). Muecke criticises a tendency towards ‘systematic purification of
the field of data’ and makes the case for a writing of ‘tipping over into new paradigms where encounters
(with other peoples, for instance) can teach us, not necessarily by direct instruction but by putting our
preconceived ideas in jeopardy.’'?? Muecke refers variously to ‘the objective positivism of an
anthropological practice, which constructs an other society as unified, “over there’”1%%; to ‘a familiar
colonialist story where civilisations are lined up on a historical scale of technological progress’'%4; to the
world of philosopher Richard Rorty as being ‘too ivy covered and congenial’’®. He reserves his most
trenchant criticism, however, for an article written in 2000 by ‘Karen Middleton of Oxford’ in a special
issue of the University of Antananarivo’s anthropological journal Talvha (meaning “before” or “in the past”
in Malagasy), about “The Rights and Wrongs of Loin-Washing” among the Karembola ethnic group in
southern Madagascar: “What does this little bit of social scientific prose do?” Muecke asks, ‘It unifies and
separates off the others... It is in the eternal present tense; it is not a historical process, nothing is expected
to change. There are ‘contradictions’ and ‘paradoxes’, but I would bet the Karembola do not talk about
their practices in these terms. These are the philosophical terms, which Middleton wants to resolve in the
» »

vocabulary of the social sciences, using words like “represent”, “social and political processes”, “cultural

values” and “exchange relationships’.19

Much is made, then, in Muecke’s writing of the apparent freshness of his perspective as a “new
ethnographer”; his safer ethics, and his philosophical distance from orthodox registers in anthropological

discourse. On closer inspection, however, the writing in Contingency in Madagascar is not so squeaky clean:

‘I turn to Max as we sit in the departure lounge and remark with a wry smile that I have a little
guiding slogan for our work; we will be on the hunt for Beauty and Wisdom. I say this is the kind
of thing we might say to someone we meet leaning on the bar at the Hotel Glacier (I've already
mentioned my evenings at this notorious joint to him, from my last trip 2 years ago). That is, if

anyone could be bothered to ask (and, of course, they will not)...

192 Tbid, p. 32.

193 Tbid, p. 18.

194 Ibid.

195 Tbid, p. 43.

196 Karen Middleton, “The Rights and Wrongs of Loin-Washing’. Taloha, 13 (2000), pp. 65-98; quoted by
Muecke in Contingency in Madagascar, p. 23. (I would use a phrase like “cultural values” because I would say
there has to be a place for generalisations in writing concerned with culture(s). But overall, I share
Muecke’s unease about the mode of writing adopted by Middleton in her piece.)
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One of the curiosities of Contingency in Madagascar is Muecke and Pam’s ambivalence about how to clothe
their extensive interaction with Malagasy sex workers. For a very long time, the Glacier in downtown
Antananarivo has had a reputation for its live music and as a place where men can easily meet women who
accept money for sex. Other than a national park guide (‘my blue ball gown girl’'%7) and two hotel owners
(a Madame Chan and a nameless French woman) the majority, if not all, women who make an appearance
in this book are sex workers or, as Pam has it, ‘these delicious public bodies and the women that inhabit
them’; ‘enchanting young prostitutes’; ‘local hottie prostitutes... openly curious and autonomous with
medusa hairstyling and pointy breasts and dead sexy eyes’.’8 Indeed, as Pam recounts, ‘On my first day I
became aware of the consistent message of primal, body centric openness of certain Madagascan women.”
Muecke himself is a little more restrained in his own descriptions. But being published in a book containing
Pam’s macho, lecherous ramblings about sex workers surely undermines any claim to the ethical high
ground as an ethnographer. And there is a lingering sense even in Muecke’s own writing both of prurience
and braggadocio in relation to these women—however much using interactions with them in order to
launch a discussion of the ‘ethically contingent individual’ might seem to suggest otherwise. (These
interactions are in some way more, not less, questionable alongside this kind of manoeuvre.) Muecke’s
stated position on the question of what “critical distance” to maintain from his interlocutors as a “new
ethnographer” can be confusing: how to be seen to do differently to the ‘objective positivism’? of
conventional anthropology while also asserting that ‘it is not the researcher’s responsibility to critically judge
the sex workers or their clients’??! Muecke is at pains to point out that at no point in the making of the
book did money change hands in exchange for sex. But even if this is the case, is a scenario in which two
Australian men in their fifties pay young Malagasy women to strip down on the beds of hotels that charge
by the hour in order to be photographed in the name of a concept really that much more ethical and less
objectifying than if they were to pay these women for sex? The facial expressions and posture of some of
the women photographed suggest not.22 And how does all this sit alongside a commitment to ‘the
progressive tendencies of an ethnography which embraces alterity with a view to distributing rather than
centralising the capacity for the production of knowledge’?%3 One might wonder how, in reality, Muecke and
Pam are distributing the capacity for the production of knowledge to the sex workers that they spend time

with, apart from by handing over some cash. Could these women easily afford to buy a copy of Contingency
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