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Introduction 

The power dynamic between dominant systems and marginalized individuals is of-
ten seen as a struggle between the speakers and the silenced figures. In truth, the 
relationship between the two can be somewhat more complex, especially with re-
spect to situations in which physical violence is not the foremost method employed. 
Although the systems of the imperial metropole and the patriarchal law sometimes 
transgress this threshold, the present thesis is preoccupied with their soft, symbolic 
side that aims to subjugate, subjectify rather than objectify, and induct the opposite 
party into the domain of the symbolic. 

The symbolic has been the subject of interest for both sociologists and psycho-
analysts since the middle of the twentieth century. Beginning with Jacques Lacan 
who established the symbolic order as the realm of culture and of the paternal, the 
symbolic came to be associated with various power structures and the subjugation 
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of marginalized groups in the works of more recent scholars like Pierre Bourdieu 
and Michel Foucault. The repressive nature of the symbolic naturally links it to im-
perialism and gender-based oppression. This connection is especially apparent in 
the recent reinterpretations of classical texts and paintings that often highlight and 
make the presence of the symbolic much more discernible in comparison to the 
original works wherein this nexus is blurred. The selected novels reflect this ten-
dency. David Dabydeen’s eponymous reimagining of William Hogarth’s series of 
sketches A Harlot’s Progress offers a critique of Hogarth’s and Pringle’s seemingly 
benevolent projects designed to amplify the voices of certain marginalized groups 
in eighteenth-century England; the novel exposes that these endeavors are marked 
by imperial motives. Correspondingly, J. M. Coetzee’s Foe and Wide Sargasso Sea by 
Jean Rhys elucidate how the symbolic is inscribed in the patriarchal and metropoli-
tan social structures that often seek to reform individuals or punish them if their 
reformation is unsuccessful. On the surface, it may seem that the three texts lack 
similarity. For instance, the temporal setting is different for each novel: Foe likely 
takes place in the early eighteenth century, while A Harlot’s Progress seems to be set 
in the 1750s. On the contrary, Wide Sargasso Sea depicts the events following the 
abolition of slavery, that is, after 1833. This notwithstanding, the three rewrites have 
a common denominator, namely, they portray how the symbolic systems of the pre- 
and post-Emancipation period began to extensively use the methods of symbolic 
subjugation: epistemic violence and subjectification. In this thesis, I identify two 
primary structures in the novels that operate with the help of the symbolic: the 
metropole and the patriarchal law. The metropole, of course, refers to England as 
a nucleus of the empire, which appears in all three novels. The third implicit struc-
ture is language itself, which is recognized by many scholars as a primary symbolic 
system. This thesis demonstrates how language functions both as a separate power 
apparatus and as the tool of the aforementioned symbolic edifices, since the refor-
mation of marginalized subjects occurs through the spoken word or confession. 
Perhaps, because of its religious connotation, confession marks initiation into the 
symbolic structure and is inevitable in the reformation process. Prior to this, this 
thesis argues, there occurs epistemic violence through which the dominant groups 
erase the knowledge of the marginalized characters and impose their own ways of 
knowing. Before proceeding, it is essential to clarify who is being referred to as 
“marginalized” and “dominant” figures in this research paper. Although this thesis 
avoids clear-cut segregation between the characters since, as it is demonstrated later 
on, some of the figures fall into both categories. Depending on the circumstances, 
each novel presents the characters who are linked to the metropole or patriarchy. 
In Foe, it is Mr Foe who is opposed to the marginal Friday and indefinite character 
of Susan Barton. In Wide Sargasso Sea, the symbolic structures are represented pri-
marily by the male English characters, while the primary marginalized character in 
focus is Antoinette Cosway. In A Harlot’s Progress, the symbolic is manifested 
through both English personas as well as African men as a collective character who 
stands in opposition to Mungo and female figures. 
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Though with the risk of oversimplification of the subject, the resistance of the 
marginalized individuals against the hegemony of the symbolic is described in the 
present thesis through the prism of Julia Kristeva’s semiotic. In a figurative sense, 
rather than in its true meaning, the semiotic exposes how the marginalized charac-
ters confront the symbolic subjugation and often even subvert the influence of the 
language apparatus.1 Here, it is necessary to clarify that the oppressed figures are 
not automatically treated as silent or nonlinguistic individuals as presumed by the 
semiotic. Rather, they adopt some of the traits of the semiotic such as the expressive 
qualities that are often sensual, rhythmic, and at times, corporeal in nature. Often-
times, their resistance is carried out through silence. In general, the dynamic be-
tween the marginalized and the dominant individuals exhibits an interaction similar 
to the semiotic and the symbolic in the way that both are marked by symbolic op-
pression and the semiotic potential of disruption. 

Among the selected texts, Wide Sargasso Sea and Foe have garnered considerable 
research on their portrayal of patriarchal and colonial forms of oppression. Scholars 
like Fayad, Mardorossian, and others have analyzed the relationship between Roch-
ester and Antoinette even mentioning their correspondence to Kristeva’s model. 
Similarly, Chivite de León and Roberts have identified Susan Barton and Friday as 
representing the symbolic and the semiotic respectively. Although A Harlot’s Progress 
poses a rich field for research on the power dynamic between the oppressed and 
the dominant groups based on the semiotic and the symbolic, in the critique of the 
novel, this topic has not yet been addressed, which is one of the subjects of the 
current research. In my thesis, I contend that the metropole and the patriarchal law 
seek to suppress and limit the sphere of the marginalized by enforcing the symbolic 
modality on the oppressed figures. I further expand on the existing studies on the 
selected primary texts by examining the power dynamic between the symbolic and 
the semiotic with a particular emphasis on the death drive, and the maternal as well 
as pre-Oedipal aspects of the semiotic subversion of the symbolic power. 

The oppression of the sphere of the marginalized figures occurs through a series 
of steps, including epistemic violence, which endeavors to eliminate the knowledge 
of the marginalized figures and confession leading to subjectification, which mani-
fests the characters’ conversion to the symbolic structures through spoken lan-
guage. It is important to mention that in regard to the power dynamic between the 
symbolic and the semiotic, this thesis does not aim to establish an ultimate prevail-
ing modality. Rather, the focus lies in tracing the two modes’ involvement in a po-
tentially unending power struggle between the divergent groups. 

This thesis is structured to account for the different aspects that constitute sym-
bolic oppression. The first chapter explains the concepts that recur throughout this 
research, mainly subjectification and confession, epistemic violence, as well as the 
symbolic and the semiotic. The next part, which constitutes the main body of this 
thesis, includes a close reading of the selected texts that are analyzed separately. 

 
1  The concept belongs to Giorgio Agamben and is elaborated on in the theoretical overview. 
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Starting with the chapter on epistemic violence, I examine both the ways in which 
certain types of knowledge of the marginalized individuals and groups are oppressed 
as well as the consequences of such suppression. While chapter four proceeds with 
the investigation of symbolic oppression through confession and subjectification, 
chapter five demonstrates how the previously discussed violence can be overthrown 
by the semiotic and silence. 

Epistemic Violence, Subjectification, Confession, Symbolic 
and Semiotic: Theoretical Overview 

In this section, I look at the studies of some theorists that contain the concepts and 
ideas necessary for exposing the functioning of symbolic oppression. First, I begin 
with epistemic violence and misrepresentation as theorized by Spivak and subse-
quently review the derivative concepts within the contemporary scholarship on ep-
istemic violence. In particular, this part focuses on Dotson’s pernicious ignorance, 
testimonial quieting and testimonial smothering, Medina’s notion of race blindness 
or hermeneutical insensitivity to racial meanings as a contributing factor to the pro-
liferation of epistemic injustice, and Fricker’s concept of hermeneutical gloom. Sec-
ond, I look at Foucault’s study on confession and give a brief history of its symbolic 
origins. In this subchapter, I also review some views on subjectification in order to 
see how it is connected with the eradication of the sphere of silence and of the 
marginalized. Finally, this section provides a brief overview of Julia Kristeva’s the-
ory of the symbolic and the semiotic, with a specific focus on the concepts that are 
pertinent to this research. Specifically, the analysis concentrates on Kristeva’s con-
cepts of the maternal drive, death drive, chora, and the thetic. 

Epistemic Violence: Spivak, Fricker, Dotson, Medina 

In her essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, published in 1988, Gayatri Spivak examines 
the issue of epistemic violence, which designates the silencing of the peripheral, 
nonmetropolitan knowledge of the disenfranchised colonial subjects in favor of the 
so-called normative knowledge. The canonical, often Western knowledge cannot 
naturally accommodate and give sense to the experiences and struggles of the non-
Western or nonmetropolitan subjects, but it nevertheless often forces its models 
upon these groups, thus muting and depriving them of their authentic voices that 
could articulate these experiences. An important characteristic of epistemic violence 
as understood by Spivak is its ability to silence collectively. Thus, by virtue of group 
membership solely the members of certain marginalized communities can remain 
unheard or misinterpreted (Dotson 236). In this thesis, epistemic violence is ex-
plored as an initial stage in the symbolic subjugation which takes place prior to the 
transformation into a subject. In other words, by virtue of epistemic violence, the 
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symbolic systems attempt to erase epistemic and cultural differences of their pro-
spective subjects which would enable future subjectification. 

Spivak’s essay delves into the concept of representation, which plays a consider-
able role in the exploration of epistemic violence in the present research. The West-
ern or metropolitan concept of representation, Spivak argues, is problematic since 
instead of providing the subaltern figures with an adequate and suitable means of 
expression, it silences them. This mainly occurs because, to represent themselves, 
these marginalized groups are made to enter the metropolitan discourses that do not 
operate on the knowledge systems of these groups. Therefore, in these circum-
stances, their voices cannot be considered authentic or such that can render their 
experiences (Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 80). Contrary to this, on a basic 
level, almost any attempt at representation of the marginalized groups undertaken 
by a metropolitan subject is destined to fail, since in this case, as well as in the afore-
mentioned one where a subaltern is made to represent him- or herself through the 
means of the metropole, the representation results in a misreading of the experi-
ences of these groups. In the selected texts, many metropolitan characters resort to 
(mis-)representation and ventriloquism of the voices of the marginalized. In some 
instances, such as in Foe, this exercise may occur unconsciously, possibly stemming 
from reliable ignorance, the concept which is later elucidated in the theoretical over-
view. A Harlot’s Progress, on the other hand, presents a partly conscious misrepre-
sentation on the part of the metropolitan subject as well as the case described by 
Spivak in which a marginalized individual is given a metropolitan means and platform 
for self-representation, which is portrayed as problematic at best. In Wide Sargasso 
Sea, misinterpretation of the nonmetropolitan knowledge prompts simplification 
and distortion of the discourses of the marginalized. 

Since the publication of Spivak’s essay, many scholars have been contributing 
to the research of this specific type of violence. Miranda Fricker, for example, puts 
forward a notion of epistemic injustice, which relies on a “hermeneutical gloom” of 
an individual facing discrimination (149). In this case, epistemic injustice constitutes 
the situation when a dominant public discourse does not have, or instead, silences a 
vocabulary that can interpret these individuals’ experiences, leaving these groups 
silenced and isolated. Silencing is then executed on a hermeneutical level by the so-
called hermeneutically powerful groups that can, for example, interpret an instance 
of sexual harassment as “flirting” (Fricker 155). With her notion of “hermeneutical 

gloom”, Fricker also expands the argument that Spivak alludes to at the end of her 
essay through an example of Bhubaneswari Bhaduri’s suicide. Particularly, Fricker 
states that silencing occurs not only because of external factors such as dominant 
groups whose interests diverge from the hermeneutically silenced ones but also 
through the lack of self-understanding on the part of these disadvantaged 

groups (151). Indeed, at the stage of “cognitive disablement”, as Fricker calls it, the 
problem lies exactly in the fact that such hermeneutically disadvantaged individuals 
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cannot recognize themselves as a group and see familiar patterns in their experi-
ences, which would enable them to either publicly or within a group articulate their 
concerns or take other measures (151).  

In the selected novels, a “hermeneutical gloom” often accompanies the experi-
ence of female characters. Both A Harlot’s Progress and Wide Sargasso Sea depict 
women’s isolation that either drives the characters in question to madness or mutes 
them. This issue arises due to the fact that these characters are unable to make sense 
of their experiences of oppression, and most importantly, articulate and share them 
with other women. Remarkably, the groups that are marginalized based on other 
factors such as race or the relation to the imperial periphery do not exhibit a ten-
dency to enter a “hermeneutical gloom.” This can be explained by the fact that such 
communities have a more extended history of shared oppression which has enabled 
them to develop a set of tools and resources that aid them in comprehending and 
articulating their experiences more effectively. 

According to Kristie Dotson, a feminist philosopher and another scholar of ep-
istemic violence, self-silencing may also take the form of the so-called testimonial 
smothering. Testimonial smothering is one of the types of coerced silencing which 
is enacted when a speaker perceives his or her audience as unprepared for the po-
tential testimony, and, consequently, “smothers” his or her own speech (Dot-
son 244). Dotson identifies three circumstances that exist in testimonial smother-
ing, indicating that they frequently occur together (244). Firstly, the content of the 
testimony can be considered “unsafe and risky”; secondly, the audience displays a 
lack of knowledge or understanding about the testimony being presented by the 
speaker; and lastly, this lack of understanding stems from pernicious ignorance 
(Dotson 244). As a kind of conscious self-silencing, smothering implies that an in-
dividual who interrupts one’s own testimony is more sensitive to epistemic violence 
in this communicative situation than the party who demonstrates unreadiness to 
hear the speech. 

Another type of silencing identified by Dotson is testimonial  quieting, which is 
closely related to Spivak’s and Fricker’s understanding of epistemic violence as a 
type of oppression that is inflicted by one social group upon another. Quieting, like 
smothering, is associated with the aforementioned pernicious ignorance that Dot-
son characterizes as harmful in certain contexts compared to reliable ignorance, 
which is simply an “epistemic gap in cognitive resources” (238). As suggested by its 
name, pernicious ignorance is a harmful inconsistent ignorance that constitutes the 
basis of epistemic violence (Dotson 238). The danger of pernicious ignorance is its 
ability to affect the audience’s reciprocity during a person’s speech. Reciprocity is, 
then, a vital component of a productive linguistic exchange first introduced by Jen-
nifer Hornsby who argues that it ensures that the audience takes one’s speech as it 
is intended to be taken (134). Dotson points out that the lack of reciprocity can be 
devastating for a linguistic exchange: 
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Speakers are vulnerable in linguistic exchanges because an audience may or 
may not meet the linguistic needs of a given speaker in a given exchange …. 
In short, to communicate we all need an audience willing and capable of hearing us. 
The extent to which entire populations of people can be denied this kind of 
linguistic reciprocation as a matter of course institutes epistemic violence. 
(238; emphasis in original) 

As active participants in linguistic exchanges, speakers risk having their testimonies 
unacknowledged or unheard by the audience that can dismiss them not because of 
dissatisfaction with the content but due to the audience’s prejudice toward speakers. 
This happens when a speaker is not recognized as competent enough or as a 
“knower” to provide a credible testimony (Dotson 242). Vulnerable groups that are 
stigmatized on the basis of race, gender or social status are especially prone to have 
their testimonies rejected due to biased judgments according to which they are not 
perceived as “knowers.” Such failed linguistic exchange falls under the category of 
silencing, because even if speech is delivered, its message does not reach a recipient, 
or in this case an agent of epistemic violence who chooses to dismiss it. 

Epistemic violence in its multiple forms is built on unequal power relations be-
tween different social groups. There can hardly be found cases when a representative 
of an oppressed class exercises epistemic violence upon the one in power. Therefore, 
epistemic violence should not be treated as an isolated incident but as an instrument 
of structural oppression that involves larger social structures and entire groups. 
However, the dominant and the marginalized epistemic groups should not be seen 
as monoliths. Sometimes an individual can change his or her status in regard to 
epistemic violence depending on the situation. As this research reveals, this fluctu-
ation between the roles of the oppressor and the oppressed occurs because of the 
epistemic differences that result in an individual’s insensitivity to matters beyond his 
or her experience. As stated by Lisa Bergin, epistemic violence routinely arises as a 
result of the epistemic difference or the gap between different world outlooks 
caused by “differing social situations (economic, sexual, cultural, etc.) [that] produce 
differing understandings of the world, differing knowledges of reality” (qtd. in Dot-
son 248). The epistemic difference can be shaped by such factors as race. With re-
spect to silencing based on racial matters, José Medina argues that race blindness 
and the so-called “white ignorance” play a significant role in reproducing epistemic 
violence. The scholar claims that by ignoring one’s own race and experiences of 
racialization, some white individuals find it difficult to interpret the racialized expe-
riences of others, which renders the former insensitive to the words of the latter, 
and, as a corollary, leads to a hermeneutical invisibility of the group that does recog-
nize its racial identity (Medina 214). Similarly, various prejudices that render speakers 
as objects lay the foundation for epistemic objectification that, for example, enables 
men to treat women as sources of information, rather than informants which, in 
turn, deprives them of their epistemic subjectivity (Fricker 134).  



202  Yuliia Reikina 

 

The blindness, or rather deafness to testimonies and speakers as communicative 
agents, is not always unintentional. Indeed, although the epistemic difference can 
present an uncontrolled gap that separates individuals with different experiences, it 
can also be consciously maintained by the dominant groups. Therefore, in both of 
the aforementioned cases, epistemic violence can emerge as a protecting mechanism 
for one’s position as an authoritative subject whose privilege can be endangered if 
the words of the “hermeneutically disadvantaged” individuals are heard (Me-
dina 215). Thus, epistemic violence operates on multiple levels both within and be-
yond linguistic exchanges, underlying deeper social struggles, and most importantly, 
functioning for the benefit of symbolic systems that utilize it as a means to reinforce 
hierarchies and power relations. 

Subjectification and Confession: Socrates, Foucault, Olsson 

While the preceding section exposes some of the ways through which dominant 
groups silence the knowledge and perspectives of more vulnerable groups and in-
dividuals, this part focuses on the process that transforms the latter into the subjects 
of a particular symbolic structure. Similar to epistemic violence, subjectification op-
erates in a subtle manner, usually without overt physical violence. Alternatively, it 
relies on spoken language or confession. In order to contextualize the discussion 
on confession, I first briefly outline the origins of subjectification and its connection 
to speech and silence as examined by Michel Foucault in his 1981–1982 series of 
lectures The Hermeneutics of the Subject. In his lectures on the subject, Foucault pro-
vides a glimpse into the history of subjectification which reveals that the status of a 
subject is historically associated with speech, while the absence of spoken language 
is indicative of a lower social status and, therefore, lack of subjectivity. According to 
Foucault, in ancient Greece, silence was a basic indicator of inferiority which, for 
example, served to differentiate philosophers from their disciples. He provides an 
example of Pythagorean communities where the newly initiated members were com-
pelled to remain silent for five years before being allowed to speak at discussions 
and practices (Foucault, Hermeneutics of the Subject 341). Paradoxically, even though si-
lence was deemed to be golden, divine, and preferred over loquacity as it also de-
noted wisdom in classical antiquity (Foucault 341–342), it was still inevitably asso-
ciated with an inferior social rank. 

In contrast to a disciple’s obligatory silence, speech was a characteristic feature 
of a master’s status. Particularly, Foucault mentions parrhēsíā (or libertas in Latin) – a 
type of master’s free speech, throughout which a speaker is expected to tell every-
thing or speak freely (366). According to Foucault, parrhēsíā was required of every 
speaking subject in ancient Greece (366). Meanwhile, the disciples could not engage 
in parrhēsíā because their level of training did not allow them to participate in the 
practice. Although Foucault examines silence and speech as equally exploitative to-
wards their participants – both masters and disciples of whom certain status-de-
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pendent performance is demanded – the disparity between the typical fields of ap-
plication of the two phenomena crystalized their unequal status in the Western un-
derstanding of subjectivity. As indicated by Carine Mardorossian, in the Western 
tradition, speech secured its dominant position in relation to silence mainly because 
of the widespread assumption that the speaker is the one who holds power (“Shut-
ting up the Subaltern” 1082). In the selected texts, the symbolic systems operate on 
favoring speech over silence, compelling the marginalized figures to use language 
as a means of becoming subjects. 

According to Ulf Olsson, the formation of a subject presupposes the enforce-
ment of language upon an individual with the aim of making one assert oneself as a 
subject using language (3). Seeking its own expansion, speech offers an individual 
the possibility of becoming a subject only through participation in the process of 
speaking. Because of this manipulative quality, Roland Barthes calls the speech “op-
pressive”, since its function, according to the philosopher, is not to communicate 
but to subjugate as “the whole language is a generalized rection” (460). The exploi-
tative nature of speech and subjectification notwithstanding, the association of 
speech with a dominant social status, of course, results in the fact that subjectifica-
tion is typically desired rather than rejected. As this paper demonstrates, some of 
the marginalized characters, in particular, those stigmatized on the basis of sex, seek 
subjectification as a means to avoid being seen as inferior. Some of them even rec-
ognize the importance of speech, and as a result, resort to confession. Nevertheless, 
since subjectification is deployed by larger symbolic structures, the attainment of a 
subject status by these characters proves to be problematic. 

Confessing or asserting oneself through speech stems back again from classical 
antiquity when Socratic dialogue was developed. In his study of the history of dia-
logue, James Zappen describes the concepts of anacrisis and elenchus, constitutive 
elements of such a dialogue, which aim at examining both ideas and persons (46). 
According to Bakhtin, anacrisis is used by Socrates to provoke the words of an inter-
locutor and force him or her to express the ideas thoroughly (qtd. in Zappen 46). 
Having no intention of confessing his own opinions to an interlocutor, Socrates 
keeps asking numerous questions, thus forcing others to speak and reveal their 
thoughts; the goal of such questioning is to point to errors and inconsistencies in 
the expressed ideas (Zappen 46). In this way, Socratic dialogue tests not only one’s 
beliefs but also people and their ways of living (Zappen 47). Although Socrates’ role 
in the dialogues is that of a man with supposedly little knowledge (Zappen 35), the 
ultimate aim, which is to reshape and challenge the moral standing of an interlocu-
tor, suggests a subjectivising function of such a conversation, in which an interro-
gated person is forced first to expose themselves to the questioner and then to be 
transformed into a subject with new and ‘better’ morals.  
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Michel Foucault mostly talks about confession in the context of Christianity.2 
Confession (l’aveu) is defined by the intellectual as “a verbal act through which the 
subject affirms who he is, binds himself to this truth, places himself in a relationship 
of dependence with regard to another, and modifies at the same time his relation-
ship to himself” (Foucault, Wrong-Doing, Truth-Telling 17). Similar to the Socratic 
method described above, Foucault’s confession has an objective to penetrate the 
minds of those being forced into speech to reshape their ideas and, as in the case of 
the Christian confession, understanding of oneself. A necessary element in one’s 
confession is, like in a Socratic dialogue, the role of the recipient, a master or a priest, 
who is to supervise and accept the confession. The presence of a supervisor assures 
that subjectification can take place. Moreover, confession, or truth-telling, Foucault 
emphasizes, is “a fundamental principle in the subject’s relationship to himself” 
which determines whether an individual can be accepted in a community (Hermeneutics 
of the Subject 364). Therefore, to become a subject of the symbolic system, one needs 
to truthfully construct oneself through words and articulate this confession to the 

superior. As a “marker of authenticity”, or a “truth of the self and to the self”, confes-
sion is thus aimed at both scrutinizing one’s intimate identity as well as exposing it 
to the public (Brooks 9). The characteristic of confession as a public exercise might 
have contributed to the fact that Christian confession became entrenched in con-
temporary Western societies to such a degree that it functions even without the 
need for a specific religious ritual (Foucault, History of Sexuality 59). 

As part of subjectification, confession serves symbolic systems. According to 
both Pierre Bourdieu and Giorgio Agamben, language is such a system. As Agam-
ben suggests, the language system, or apparatus, like any other symbolic apparatus, 
is often devoid of any being that supervises its work (11). 

According to Olsson, this is a decisive characteristic of an apparatus because 
even without being controlled by any divine powers, it still produces subjects (23). 
Subjectification, then, is fundamental for the apparatus because it secures its role as 
a system of governance and ensures that it does not become a simple apparatus that 
exercises physical violence (Agamben 19). In the selected texts, the language appa-
ratus presents itself differently. In Wide Sargasso Sea, its working is transparent and 
unregulated, therefore, language in the novel functions more as a tool of other sym-
bolic structures such as the metropole and patriarchy. However, Foe, for example, 
presents a character who can be described as an agent or functionary of the language 
apparatus. Similarly, A Harlot’s Progress also features a figure who collects confes-
sions of others for the profit of the symbolic system, regardless of whether the con-
fessant wishes to produce a confession. In all three texts, the systems benefitting 

 
2  Foucault argues that confession in a spiritual sense did not exist in Greek, Hellenistic, or Roman 

Antiquity but appears as part of Western Christian tradition; nevertheless, he mentioned that it 
existed in judicial institutions and religious practices in some form (Hermeneutics of the Subject 364). 
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from the working of the language apparatus are the metropole and the patriarchal 
law. 

By means of confession, symbolic systems conduct reformation or “normaliza-
tion” of an individual. Olsson warns that if normalization does not reach its goal 
and a person is not transformed into a subject – physical violence might be applied 
as a disciplinary measure (30). Such radical measures are provoked by the fact that a 
persistent opposition to the symbolic, which may take the form of silence that does 
not succumb to the transformation into speech or generally resistance against sub-
jectification, is a major threat to the symbolic and its expansion. 

Symbolic and Semiotic: Kristeva 

This subchapter provides a brief outline of Julia Kristeva’s theory of the symbolic 
and the semiotic and explains some related concepts that are relevant to this study. 
Unlike the previously discussed concepts and ideas that are necessary for uncovering 
sociohistorical factors behind the power dynamic between the dominant and the 
marginalized system and figures, this theoretical approach helps look deeper into 
the interpersonal aspect of this exchange. Kristeva’s model is primarily applied in 
this thesis to analyze how symbolic systems can be undermined by the semiotic, and 
generally, resistance to language. 

In her fundamental study Revolution in Poetic Language, Julia Kristeva theorizes the 
symbolic and the semiotic as the two modalities of the signifying process which de-
termine the type of discourse in the so-called “natural” language: theory, poetry, or 
music, which is completely semiotic (24). In this thesis, Kristeva’s model is applied 
to discover a predominant mode in the ways of expression of specific characters. 
Mainly, it is argued that the so-called dominant subjects demonstrate the signs of 
the symbolic, while the marginalized figures gravitate more toward the semiotic. 
Based on this, the relationship between the two groups of characters shows a similar 
power dynamic which exists between the symbolic and the semiotic. According to 
Kristeva’s theory, both modes participate in the formation of the subject, therefore, 
there is no subject who is a “pure” expression of either mode: “Because the subject 
is always both semiotic and symbolic, no signifying system he produces can be either 
“exclusively” semiotic or “exclusively” symbolic, and is instead necessarily marked 
by an indebtedness to both” (Kristeva 24).  

In this thesis, however, the semiotic and the symbolic are examined on the level 
of representation rather than in their true meaning. In other words, this paper aims 
to trace how the selected novels accentuate prevailing modes in the expression of 
the dominant figures who are associated with the symbolic structures and the mar-
ginalized ones who belong to the oppressed groups. This means, for instance, that 
the quality of expression of Antoinette and Rochester in Wide Sargasso Sea – both of 
whom are to some degree subjects in the signifying process and, therefore, should 
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bear the elements of both the semiotic and the symbolic – exposes privileging of ei-
ther the semiotic or the symbolic by each character. The implications and conse-
quences of such favoring are thus of primary interest to this study.  

Kristeva conceptualizes the semiotic on the basis of Freud’s psychoanalysis, 
mainly his theory of drives that distinguishes between the death drive and the drive 
toward life. On a basic level, the semiotic is associated with the death drive, or Than-
atos, and is mediated between the symbolic law by the mother’s body (Kristeva 27–
28). The semiotic is, then, connected to the pre-Oedipal stage of human develop-
ment and “the so-called primary processes” that regulate the energies that “move 
through the body of the subject who is not yet constituted as such and, in the course 
of his development, they are arranged according to the various constraints imposed 
on this body” (Kristeva 25). By the constraints that participate in the subject for-
mation, Kristeva, much like Foucault, means society, family, or tutors (25). The 
semiotic energies, or drives, then, give voice to chora, which is defined by Kristeva as 
“a nonexpressive totality formed by the drives and their stases in a motility that is 
as full of movement as it is regulated” (25). Chora derives from Plato’s Timaeus and 
means “a maternal matrix” (Rickert 259), or a receptacle which, according to the 
philosopher Edward Casey, is “at once locatory and yet not itself located, permanent 
and yet invisible, underlying and yet insubstantial” (37).  

Because of its contradictory nature, chora is simultaneously essential to “all dis-
course” as well as is constantly rejected by it (Kristeva 26). According to Kristeva, 
chora itself is “the place where the subject is both generated and negated” (28). The 
incongruity of chora is also pointed out by Casey who states that though chora is itself 
insubstantial, it serves as a “locatory matrix” for the substantial things (34). The se-
miotic chora is, then, described as enigmatic, feminine, musical, unfetered, and most 
importantly, “irreducible to its intelligible verbal translation” if not “translated” by 
the symbolic through syntax (Kristeva 29). In terms of the form of expression, the 
semiotic is conveyed through rhythm or tone (Kristeva 29). Chora plays a significant 
role in exposing the resistance of the marginalized characters against subjugation in 
this research not only because it presents itself as a place of origin of the drives to 
which characters like Friday and Antoinette seem to be bound but also because it 
conveys the inscrutability of the semiotic, which has a potential to disrupt the sym-
bolic. 

Kristeva’s symbolic originates from Jacques Lacan’s concept of the symbolic or-
der and is described as a heterogenous realm that expresses meaning and emanates 
from the semiotic, giving it form with the help of language, syntax, and grammar. If 
in the case of the semiotic, the chora is organized according to the “objective order-
ing”, or the maternal body, the symbolic is governed by law (Kristeva 26–27). To 
the symbolic, a so-called thetic phase is crucial. The thetic, or as Kristeva also calls it, 
a “break,” produces the positioning of signification which enables the separation of 
an object from the subject and “attribute[s] to it a semiotic fragment, which thereby 
becomes a signifier” (43). Thus, the thetic phase establishes signification (Kristeva 
45). Kristeva, then, describes the process of the constitution of the subject which 
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takes place when the thetic discovers castration (Kristeva 46). This is what she calls 
a “decisive moment fraught with consequences” because it manifests the separation 
from the semiotic which, as previously mentioned, is a pre-Oedipal realm connected 
to the mother’s body: “the subject, finding his identity in the symbolic, separates 
from his fusion with the mother, confines his jouissance to the genital, and transfers 
semiotic motility onto the symbolic order” (Kristeva 47). The significance of the 
thetic for the symbolic from this point is enormous. As Kristeva puts it, “the thetic 
phase marks a threshold” between the semiotic and the symbolic, protecting the 
symbolic from being encroached on by the semiotic (Kristeva 48). The thetic, how-
ever, does not always ensure a complete distinction between the two realms as the 
semiotic may continue to penetrate the symbolic. In this way, through the prism of 
the symbolic, the semiotic drives, instincts, and energies can be expressed in language 
and art, and, therefore, become readable to the social. The symbolic, then, is insep-
arable from the social (Kristeva 72). They both depend on the thetic and are governed 
by the law, as well as engaged in the process of its production. As this study shows, 
the symbolic systems do not only sometimes fail to subjugate the marginalized fig-
ures but are themselves vulnerable to semiotic penetration. 

In literary criticism, the semiotic and the symbolic have long been used to de-
scribe different modes of characters’ expression. Particularly, the silent characters 
or the ones who have a problematic relationship with language are often interpreted 
through the semiotic. Though the semiotic cannot be considered silence per se, like 
silence, it does not convey meaning linguistically or in any other symbolic form on its 
own. For this to happen, both silence and the semiotic must be interpreted through 
language – the symbolic – and thereby be transformed or perhaps even eradicated. 
It is important to make clear that this thesis does not posit that the semiotic is equiv-
alent to silence and the symbolic directly corresponds to speech – that would be 
simplistic and inaccurate. Instead, it holds that the wild nature of the semiotic and 
its subversive potential can be discerned in the ways in which marginalized charac-
ters resist and sometimes even threaten the functioning of the symbolic systems 
that demand subjectification and obedience. Similar to the semiotic, these charac-
ters are subjected to symbolic remodeling and confinement within a superior phe-
notext.3 Moreover, being on the side of the feminine, the semiotic resonates strongly 
with a common distinction between the feminine Other and the Western masculine 
Self.4 It is important to note that this thesis is careful not to blindly impose a single 
semiotic representation on the marginalized figures. Rather, it aims to highlight 

 
3  Phenotext is described by Kristeva as a symbolic aspect of the text which obeys the rules of com-

munication, contains “language that serves to communicate” and is described in terms of compe-
tence or performance (87). Kristeva posits that the semiotic inhabits the phenotext. This thesis, 
however, does not delve into this part of Kristeva’s theory. 

4  Edward Said draws this parallel in Orientalism (1978), arguing that the Orient Other is perceived as 
“principally feminine” and “maternal” (182) in comparison to a “rational, developed” and “supe-
rior” West (300). 
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some of these characters’ depictions as feminine, maternal-driven opposites of the 
symbolic characters, and most importantly, unveil in what way such relation to the 
semiotic is disruptive. Such characters as Friday, Mungo, and Antoinette expose their 
semiotic either through an inherent gravitation towards it or by way of using it as a 
mask to undermine the symbolic imperatives; sometimes it is a combination of both. 
The semiotic characters, therefore, are not seen as passive or submissive. On the 
contrary, they demonstrate subversive tendencies, which are realized even with the 
presence of the thetic and under the conditions of a completed subjugation. Thus, 
Kristeva’s model forms an important part of the analysis of the power relations be-
tween the dominant systems and the marginalized figures. 

In summary, my analysis of the power relations between the dominant symbolic 
systems and marginalized figures begins with the exploration of various forms of ep-
istemic violence which are aimed at silencing or eradicating the oppressed figures’ 
authentic selves: their knowledge, voices, and experience. With the help of subjec-
tification and confession, I explore the process which marks the initiation of these 
individuals into the symbolic, which takes place by virtue of language. Eventually, us-
ing the theory of the semiotic and the symbolic, I demonstrate how subjectification 
together with the symbolic can be undermined. 

Epistemic Violence in Wide Sargasso Sea, Foe, and  
A Harlot’s Progress 

The symbolic and epistemic violence are intertwined. Symbolic systems benefit from 
epistemic violence as it facilitates the suppression of the noncanonical ways of know-
ing that often do not align with their dominant narratives. This chapter is preoccu-
pied with uncovering various types of epistemic violence directed at the unconven-
tional knowledge, memory, and history of the marginalized individuals and groups 
in the selected novels. Since epistemic violence is commonly targeted at entire 
groups, the analysis focuses on the instances of epistemic violence experienced by 
marginalized protagonists such as Mungo and Antoinette, as well as their and cog-
nate communities and minor characters within them. The section also examines the 
“anti-knowledge” of the island in Foe. The analysis presented in this chapter facili-
tates the subsequent discussion on the subjectification of the main characters as it 
shows how the nature and results of epistemic violence influence future subjectifi-
cation. At the end of the present and subsequent chapters, I present a brief overview 
of the findings as well as discuss the differences and similarities between the novels. 
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Epistemic Violence in Wide Sargasso Sea 

Pernicious Ignorance in the Mason/Cosway Household 

In her 1985 reading of Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea, Spivak argues that epistemic 
violence is inscribed in the book’s intertextuality. According to the scholar, Antoi-
nette Cosway is expected to fulfill her role of “that fictive Other,” which enables 
Brontë’s Jane Eyre to “become the feminist individualist heroine of the British fic-
tion” (Spivak, “Three Women’s Texts” 251). Suicide is an inevitable ending of An-
toinette’s story which effectively silences her when her character’s function of the 
Other is served. Aside from the protagonist’s silenced voice, Spivak also touches 
upon Christophine’s “unfinished story” (252). The black woman who defends the 
borders of the Black ritual culture and fiercely opposes Rochester’s manipulative 
language does not remain present throughout the whole narrative but has her story 
prematurely interrupted because the novel, Spivak argues, “rewrites a canonical 
English text within the European novelistic tradition in the interest of the white 
Creole rather than the native” (253). What Spivak demonstrates with her essay is 
that Wide Sargasso Sea features a complex epistemic oppression wherein silencing 
has multiple levels. In this chapter, I investigate how epistemic violence is primarily 
enacted through male characters who come from the metropole. Furthermore, I 
argue that Antoinette Cosway does not only become a victim of epistemic violence 
but also its executor through her hermeneutical insensitivity to her own and others’ 
racial identities. 

In the novel, the most obvious agents of epistemic violence are male English 
characters who come to the West Indies for profit. Annette Cosway’s second hus-
band Mr. Jonas Mason, for instance, is a newcomer to the island who exhibits not 
only limited first-hand knowledge about the cultural and historical contexts of the 
place but also little interest in these aspects. According to Judith L. Raiskin, Mason 
also “comes to the island with no understanding of the social relations” between 
the English and the Jamaicans (114). Mason’s lack of knowledge about the island 
cannot be considered benign or expected because it is an outcome of the systemic 
disregard of the nonmetropolitan knowledge by his class. This is evident not only 
in the way Mason treats native and black islanders as racially and culturally inferior 
but also in the way he is affected by the metropole’s prejudice toward white West 
Indians. Specifically, he shows prejudice toward Aunt Cora, a widow of the slave 
owner who belongs to the class toward which, according to Trevor Burnard, the 
British harbored a “personal distaste” not only because of their practice of slavery 
but predominantly because of their excessive wealth (187). Though Mason’s dislike 
of Aunt Cora is completely justified by her past engagement in slavery, it is also 
indicative of how much he depends on the metropolitan narratives, which are often 
superficial and overlook the true reasons for Emancipation: “Mr Mason did not 
approve of Aunt Cora, an ex-slave-owner who had escaped misery, a flier in the face 
of Providence” (Rhys 14). 
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Despite advocating for abolition, Mason realizes epistemic violence in his atti-
tude toward the black and mixed-raced Creoles who are also formerly enslaved. First 
of all, Mason’s epistemic violence, which takes the form of testimonial quieting, 
stems from his metropolitan pernicious ignorance, which prevents him from having 
any interaction with the black and mixed-raced Creoles. Mason’s ignorance is per-
nicious and cannot be regarded as reliable because it is built on conscious prejudice 
rather than a genuine lack of knowledge. As Dotson argues, pernicious ignorance 
leads to failed communicative exchanges (240). The only real, though unsuccessful, 
communicative exchange Mason has with the natives takes place during their revolt. 
But before analyzing this episode, it is important to first take a look at the scenes 
prior to the mutiny where communicative exchanges between the Mason/Cosway 
family and their black servants are either inadequate in terms of the audience’s rec-
iprocity or do not take place at all. 

In general, Part One of the book presents few communicative interactions be-
tween the white West Indians and minor black characters. Before Mason’s arrival, 
Annette Cosway shows to have a very limited understanding and agreement with 
her servants except for Christophine who, according to Spivak, “[t]axonomically … 
belongs to the category of the good servant rather than that of the pure native” 
(“Three Women’s Texts” 252). Furthermore, she, like Annette herself, comes from 
Martinique, which brings Annette closer to her than to other servants. Towards the 
native servants who appear in the first part of the novel, mainly, Godfrey, Sass, and 
Myra, Annette displays a strong bias and what Ambreen Hai terms as “vicious dis-
trust” (504). When Godfrey admits that he can no longer take care of Annette’s 
horse as he used to when he was young, and enslaved by Cosways, advising her to 
let the old time go, Annette calls him an “old hypocrite” and accuses him of pretend-
ing to be deaf and not wanting to hear (6). Ironically, it seems that Annette is the 
one who refuses to hear Godfrey and acknowledge the new reality wherein she no 
longer belongs to the prosperous white West Indian class. Annette aggressively dis-
misses not only Godfrey’s claim about old age but the traumatic history of slavery 
overall by wishing to reverse time. As Carine Mardorossian notes, such behavior is 
symptomatic of the so-called “planter class’s typical amnesia” in regard to its in-
volvement in slavery (“Shutting up the Subaltern” 1075). 

 Such loss of memory is also typical of Antoinette, and it is examined in a later 
subchapter. Annette’s amnesia, however, can also be interpreted as pernicious ig-
norance. This is how, at least, Godfrey seems to read Annette’s response. First, as 
Annette herself notes, Godfrey is reluctant to engage in the dialogue with his mis-
tress, likely suspecting that she does not wish to forsake the master/slave paradigm 
in which she is most comfortable. This hints at the fact that Godfrey deliberately 
smothers his speech, or, in Dotson’s terminology, testimony, when he senses 
that his mistress “demonstrate[s] testimonial incompetence” in regard to his expe-
rience (244). He also might feel that his testimony is unsafe and can lead to a dan-
gerous outcome, which precludes him from continuing. Still, he tries to induce An-
nette to change her attitude by using religious language – the tone that he perhaps 
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finds to be most persuasive for this purpose: “The Lord make [sic] no distinction 
between black and white, black and white [sic] the same for Him. Rest yourself in 
peace for the righteous are not forsaken” (6). But Annette’s hostile reaction con-
firms his initial presupposition, and Godfrey completely resorts to coerced self-si-
lencing. As Hai states, from that point, the black servant gives up on the family (504), 
saying later to Antoinette that they “were not righteous” and “damned and no use 
praying” (16). From that moment, the novel is silent about Godfrey, and the narra-
tor mentions him only once to announce his disappearance during the revolt. 

Similarly, Myra, another black servant, abandons the family in the same circum-
stances. Apart from Antoinette’s physical description of Myra and her remark on 
the black servant’s religiosity as she “smiled when she talked about hell” (18), Myra 
is silent in the novel. Godfrey and Myra can be considered to be mirror characters 
who encounter epistemic oppression and address it in a similar way. The Christian 
religious language that they both employ when speaking to their masters demon-
strates the degree of distrust and covered hostility toward the recipients of their 
testimonies. Rather than engaging in a direct dialogue, Godfrey and Myra prefer to 
encrypt their testimonies in the rhetoric of their white superiors, which simultane-
ously is supposed to persuade the latter and shield the former from being too ex-
posed and misinterpreted. In post-emancipation Jamaica, Christianity was a com-
mon religion among the black population. Godfrey, according to Rhys’s editor An-
gela Smith, might be an elder of the Presbyterian Church (Rhys 139 note 11). Myra, 
on the other hand, likely belongs to one of the native breakaway churches of Mya-
lism, which according to Robert J. Stewart, combined apocalyptic Christianity and 
African spirituality (xviii). Myalism, as Stewart notes, became a significant “expres-
sion of black identity” in the society that was largely dominated by the European 
political and cultural codes which were “interpreted by the Afro-creole Myalists as 
a type of sorcery that had to be countered” (144). He remarks that Myalists devel-
oped “an alternative form of religious knowledge” that elevated the personal con-
tact with the Spirit above the Scripture, and what is even more remarkable, claimed 
“a righteous superiority” to the queen whose figure was typically immune to denun-
ciation “no matter what was thought of all other whites” (Stewart 144). Although 
Antoinette recalls that Myra had told her that only those who belong to her sect 
could be saved, it is left implicit that the narrator could never even become part of it. 
If one assumes that Myra is indeed Myal, then the Mason/Cosway household repre-
sents exactly the kind of cultural and religious knowledge that she finds threatening 
and invasive. Like Godfrey’s deafness, the religious language used by Myra and God-
frey functions as a mask intended to protect them from misconceptions and the 
pernicious ignorance of the Cosways. 

Epistemic violence is predominantly a product of stereotypes rather than facts 
and direct communication. Returning to Mr. Mason, in his eyes, the black Creoles 
are “children” (18). Therefore, he mostly ignores their presence and does not 
acknowledge the validity of their knowledge and especially their historical memory. 
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Carelessly reiterating racial stereotypes in front of the black servants, Mason precip-
itates the revolt of those whom he considers “too lazy to be dangerous” (16). Thus, 
only on the night of mutiny, his epistemic prejudice is shaken for the first time: 

‘There is no reason to be alarmed,’ my stepfather was saying as I came in. ‘A 
handful of drunken negroes.’ He opened the door leading to the glacis, and 
walked out. ‘What is all this,’ he shouted. ‘What do you want?’ A horrible 
noise swelled up, like animals howling, but worse. We heard stones falling on 
to the glacis. He was pale when he came in again, but he tried to smile as he 
shut and bolted the door. ‘More of them than I thought, and in a nasty mood 
too. They will repent in the morning. I foresee gifts of tamarinds in syrup and 
ginger sweets tomorrow.’ (19–20; emphases in original) 

Epistemic oppression, as becomes evident in the passage, is not simply an outcome 
of metropolitan ignorance but an essential source of the colonizer’s confidence, 
which is yet exposed as fragile in the face of an unfamiliar Other. When Mason 
shouts to the raging crowd, his questions and bewilderment are genuine: although 
belatedly, he attempts to commence a dialogue, but the crowd’s enraged answer 
does not provide him with a clue to the next step of the exchange. Hence, petrified, 
he shuts the door. Interestingly, Mason tries to save his face in front of the other 
white characters by pressing forward with metropolitan ignorance, which is indeed 
a secure and familiar position for him as a white imperial subject. Rather than facing 
an uncomfortable truth, mainly, that the black Creoles possess a collective memory 
of slavery and enough agency to hold the former white slave owner class responsible, 
he resorts to a quite safe imperial belief system, though a collapsing one. In Mason’s 
case, his epistemic violence toward black people harms him and his family directly. 
Meanwhile, it is difficult to trace the effects that this oppression has on black Cre-
oles. This lack of information can itself be indicative of the harms enacted by per-
nicious ignorance. Because the first section of the book is narrated by Antoinette, 
the black Creole perspective is represented through her rather problematic racial 
experience. Therefore, the book itself hermeneutically silences the nonwhite char-
acters by not providing them with a voice to articulate their standpoint neither prior 
to the revolt, nor throughout, and limiting them to the cryptic “noise” and “howl-
ing.” The text, however, presents a short episode during the revolt which hints at 
some other possible direct harms that result from the white characters’ perpetual per-
nicious ignorance that, according to Dotson, 

causes failures in linguistic exchanges [and] constitutes epistemic violence … 
not simply because of the harm one suffers as a result, but because epistemic 
violence institutes a practice of silencing. If left unaddressed, epistemic vio-
lence and the resulting practices of silencing will continue, whereas instances 
of silencing may occur only once and never again. (241) 

Particularly when an unnamed rebel with a machete refuses to let the Masons es-
cape, threatening that the insurgents “would go to police and tell a lot of damn lies,” 
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and that Myra would witness for them, one of the Masons’ servants shouts the fol-
lowing: “You mash centipede, mash it, leave one little piece and it grow again … 
What you think police believe, eh? You, or the white nigger?” (23). First, the serv-
ant’s comment reveals that on an institutional level, the testimonies of the black and 
mixed-raced Creoles are not received with equal recognition and consideration as 
those of the white West Indians. Established and controlled by the white minority, 
the island’s law enforcement system favors the statements of white people over that 
of the representatives of other races and backgrounds. Second, the short scene 
demonstrates an instance of a one-time silencing mentioned by Dotson which sug-
gests that it might be a small part of a continuous pernicious ignorance which, in 
turn, secures its perpetual reproduction. Thus, Mr. Mason and his wife enact various 
forms of epistemic violence which stem from the unwillingness to adequately pro-
cess the past engagement in slavery on the part of Annette and Mason’s diminutive 
stereotyping. Consequently, the black and mixed-raced West Indians suffer the 
practical and political repercussions of such pernicious ignorance. 

“‘I don’t always understand what they say or sing.’ Or anything else”: Rochester’s Villainization 
and Simplification of Creole Knowledge 

While Mr. Mason considers the black population to be “harmless”, Antoinette’s 
husband, on the contrary, is intimidated by the locals and the island altogether from 
the beginning of his stay at Granbois. His internal dialogues reveal anxiety, which 
blends both inhabitants of the island and the place itself into one threatening Other: 
“A lovely little creature [Amélie], but sly, spiteful, malignant perhaps, like much else 
in this place” (39). In an unfamiliar non-English setting, Rochester is determined to 
preserve his metropolitan subjectivity and knowledge by setting strict boundaries 
between himself and the island. This he also expects from Antoinette who, as his 
English wife, must now defend “the biological boundaries of Englishness” (Ciol-
kowski 343). Over time, however, it becomes clear that Antoinette does not fit into 
a classic image of a proper English lady, gravitating more toward the Creole part of 
her identity. Perceiving Antoinette as a “stranger” (58), Rochester becomes even 
more distant and uneasy with the place and especially with its excessive nature where 
“everything is too much” (42). It is the overabundance and excesses of the colony 
that Rochester fears the most and which, according to Laura E. Ciolkowski, stand in 
direct opposition to the rational, balanced metropole (344). The West Indian super-
fluity does not fade in his mind with time but makes him more anxious: 

My arm was bleeding and painful and I wrapped my handkerchief round it, 
but it seemed to me that everything round me was hostile. The telescope drew 
away and said don’t touch me. The trees were threatening and the shadows of the 
trees moving slowly over the floor menaced me. That green menace. I had 
felt it ever since I saw this place. There was nothing I knew, nothing to com-
fort me. … Someone was singing ‘Ma belle ka di’ [emphasis in original], or was 
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it the song about one day and a thousand years. But whatever they were sing-
ing or saying was dangerous. I must protect myself. (96; emphases added) 

In this passage, which follows Rochester’s fight with Antoinette, the former seems 
to be extremely agitated as he starts imagining a speaking telescope and menacing 
vegetation. The voices which Rochester hears coming out from inside the house 
also further unsettle him and eventually coalesce into a general outbreak of hostility. 
In this scene, Rochester seems to be indifferent to the identities of his adversaries, 
be it his wife or the “green menace” as the whole place becomes one belligerent 
Other. The personal and indefinite pronouns used by the narrator in the passage fur-
ther amplify the contrast between the vulnerable “I” and the sinister “they” and 
“someone”. Rochester, thus, concludes that he needs to protect himself. Referring 
to the scene that precedes this outburst of anxiety, mainly when Antoinette attempts 
to make Rochester drink an obeah love potion, Ciolkowski notes that from that 
moment, he is fully convinced of Antoinette’s “bad blood” and a threat of being 
contaminated with it (347). Rochester sees this risk of “pollution” not only in the 
physical contact with his wife, which he henceforth never resumes but in Creole 
knowledge in general, in “whatever they [are] singing or saying” (96). 

 Prejudiced and wary, Rochester does not meaningfully reciprocate Antoinette’s 
stories but is instead selective in the kind of knowledge about the place he wants to 
gain. For example, he shows considerable interest in the occult side of the West 
Indies and tries to make the servants of color, specifically Baptiste, speak about the 
practices of black magic. In a way, Rochester expects Baptiste to become a native 
informant who would confirm his anxieties.5 The servant, however, does not yield 
to Rochester’s interrogations and provides his master with abrupt and incomplete 
answers that only further incite Rochester’s curiosity. The source that Rochester 
resorts to and finally finds most trustworthy is the book The Glittering Coronet of Isles 
evidently written by a white colonizer who discusses the practice of obeah and the 
“[c]ases of sudden or mysterious death … attributed to a poison” (67). It is indeed 
under the influence of the volume that Rochester interprets the situation with Chris-
tophine’s love potion as an attempt at poisoning. 

Rochester, thus, views the place solely from a colonizer’s perspective that vil-
lainizes the local knowledge. Although he admits that he does not “always under-
stand what they say or sing.’ Or anything else” (64), he is unyielding in his interpre-
tation of the Creole knowledge as a perverted version of the normative knowledge 
of the metropole. This menacing indigenous knowledge perhaps constitutes what 
Rochester calls “the secret of this place” (57). As Sylvie Maurel points out, from the 
beginning of his arrival in Jamaica, Rochester realizes “that Jamaican reality cannot 
be fully incorporated into the bulk of prior knowledges” that he possesses as the 
subject of the empire (159). Therefore, an indefinite term “secret” “is the only means 

 
5  Spivak describes the figure of the native informant in her book A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: 

Toward a History of the Vanishing Present (1999) as a “generalized native informant[]” who “[mouths] 
for us the answers that we want to hear as confirmation of our view of the world” (342). 
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available to him to designate the unknown, the unthought, the unassimilable” (Mau-
rel 159). Rochester both desires and dreads the secret as it arouses his metropolitan 
curiosity but also endangers his Englishness. He begins to perceive his interactions 
with Creoles exclusively through the prism of the secret when, for example, he has 
a diatribe with Christophine and remarks “her dark voice coming from the dark-
ness” (101). 

From yet another angle, Rochester’s imagination makes him interpret Creole dis-
courses and voices as exotic, simplified, almost childlike riddles which are deprived 
of historical, political, and cultural depth constituting every ethnic or cultural 
knowledge. From the outset, Rochester interprets the local life through his own 
metropolitan perspective, overseeing the native Creole context. For example, when 
he remarks Baptiste’s “mournful expression” he immediately infers that Creole 
people are “very vulnerable,” drawing on his own childhood experience when he 
was taught to hide his emotions (64). Throughout his whole stay in Jamaica, Roch-
ester does not learn to behold the local ways of knowing as something authentic, of 
their own kind, and separate from the English empire. Unwilling to cease drawing 
parallels with England, he recognizes the island’s differences only as either vile and 
twisted or simplified alternatives of his metropolitan home. While on his way to leave 
Jamaica, Rochester’s musings disclose his superficial and distorted vision of the 
place when he recalls Antoinette 

telling [him] about the battle off the Saints or the picnic at Marie Galante – 
that famous picnic that turned into a fight. Or the pirates and what they did 
between voyages. For every voyage might be their last. Sun and sangoree’s a 
heady mixture. Then – the earthquake. Oh yes, people say that God was an-
gry at the things they did, woke from his sleep, one breath and they were 
gone. He slept again. But they left their treasure, gold and more gold. Some 
of it is found – but the finders never tell, because you see they’d only get one-
third then: that’s the law of treasure. … Everybody knows that gold pieces, 
treasures, appear in Spanish Town – (here too). In all the islands, from no-
where, from no one knows where. For it is better not to speak of treasure. 
Better not to tell them. (109) 

Here, Rochester’s tone seems mocking, almost sarcastic as he enumerates the his-
torical facts and myths of the island told by Antoinette. Quickly jumping from topic 
to topic, he is impatient with the information stored in his memory as he openly 
confesses thereafter that he “scarcely listened” to his wife’s stories (109). In Roch-
ester’s mind, the island’s stories form a superficial patchwork of chronological 
events and pieces of local wisdom that are not meaningfully connected either to the 
island or its real inhabitants. Indeed, he remembers the stories not as facts but as 
tales: with their pirates and devastating earthquakes, they form a childish, frivolous 
image of the island that cannot convey the struggles, the pains, and passions of its 
real people. This impression is, then, further reinforced by the mention of the treas-
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ure allegedly buried during the earthquake. The treasure is evocative of the afore-
mentioned “secret” as Rochester seems to be using the two concepts as if they belong 
to the realm of travel literature, thus further fictionalizing and simplifying Creole nar-
ratives. 

Thus, it can be argued that Rochester expresses his epistemic violence in, first, 
villainization of the local population, their experience, and knowledge by (mis-)in-
terpreting them as something inherently malicious, and secondly, in reducing them 
to fiction deprived of substance. Rochester’s epistemic violence is similar to that of 
Mr. Mason, since it seems to operate as a kind of defense mechanism employed to 
preserve the status of a metropolitan subject. However, most importantly, both Ma-
son’s and Rochester’s epistemic violence is based on what Miranda Fricker calls 
“identity prejudice” (130). As subjects of the empire, Rochester and Mason seem to 
hold prejudices about the island as a periphery, often treating both black and white 
Creoles as uncredible speakers. Such identity prejudice is also multidimensional as 
it encompasses the categories of race, class and gender. Expectedly, this results in 
testimonial quieting. Mason’s disinterest in black people as speakers or “knowers” 
is confirmed by his infantilization of them which might have pre-empted the com-
municative exchanges between him and his black servants.  

His perception of the white residents of Coulibri as unreliable “knowers,” how-
ever, might stem from their unsteady and dependent financial situation, as well as 
from the fact that they are all women. Mason, for instance, does not take Annette’s 
anxieties about the black people’s hostility seriously, assuming that she is hysterical, 
“imagin[es] enmity which doesn’t exist,” and always displays “one extreme or the 
other” (15). Thus, he confidently dismisses both Annette’s and Aunt Cora’s premo-
nitions, stating that the women “[l]ive here most of [their] li[ves] and know nothing 
about the people” (18). The lack of reciprocity needed for a successful exchange 
leads not only to the obvious harms such as mutiny but to the prevention of further 
dialogues with women, which renders their opinions unimportant. Rochester, in 
turn, also shows distrust of female characters’ testimonies when he prefers to believe 
Daniel Cosway’s version of the Cosway family’s story and not that of Antoinette 
and Christophine, thus silencing Creole female voices. 

Antoinette Cosway’s Hermeneutical Insensitivity to Race 

As a deeply ambivalent character, Antoinette Cosway both endures the epistemic 
violence directed at her as a woman and a representative of the periphery as well as 
unconsciously exercises it toward the black West Indians. As mentioned earlier, dur-
ing the age of abolition,6 the class of white West Indians faced a rigid critique from 

 
6  According to David Lambert, the period encompasses approximately the years of 1787 when the 

Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade was created, and 1833 when the Act for the 
Abolition of Slavery throughout the British Colonies was passed (1n1). Considering that the events 
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the metropolitan Britons who, in such a way, tried to distance themselves from their 
“un-English” and “morally degraded” white counterparts involved in slavery (Lam-
bert 1–2). David Lambert also points out that the imperial antislavery discourse did 
not depict the black and mixed-raced cultures in a positive light as they were still 
thought to be morally deficient and, as David Arnold notes, “disturbing” (qtd. in 
Lambert 3). For Rochester, thus, Antoinette’s double identity, which integrates both 
the history of the unpopular white former slave-holding class and an unsettling ex-
otic Other, becomes an acute complication. The first and perhaps the most decisive 
difference he notices about Antoinette is her hybrid non-Englishness that cannot 
be contained within the quintessential image of an English wife mentioned earlier. 
In the letter to his father, Rochester admits that Antoinette “is thought to be beau-
tiful,” however, there is also this partially articulated “[a]nd yet,” which is later trans-
formed into a fully formulated complaint about the woman’s seemingly inappropri-
ate knowledge, which is entirely formed by her Creole background (42). What is even 
more tragic for Rochester is that Antoinette’s  

mind was already made up. Some romantic novel, a stray remark never for-
gotten, a sketch, a picture, a song, a waltz, some note of music, and her ideas 
were fixed. About England and about Europe. I could not change them and 
probably nothing would. Reality might disconcert her, bewilder her, hurt her, 
but it would not be reality. It would be only a mistake, a misfortune, a wrong 
path taken, her fixed ideas would never change. (58) 

As seen in the passage, Rochester is not only dissatisfied with the kind of knowledge 
Antoinette has acquired but is predominantly disappointed with the fact that he can-
not modify or readapt it to his demands. It is exceptionally frustrating for him to see 
Antoinette’s limited knowledge about his native England and Europe, which is 
largely formed by the woman’s imagination and cultural trivia. As for Antoinette’s 
Creole knowledge that Rochester begins to despise, Mona Fayad points out that the 
man sees such female figures as Christophine and Annette as its “sources,” specifi-
cally with respect to Antoinette’s alleged connection to the black magic and sexual 
promiscuity (447). However, it can also be argued that Rochester begins to harbor 
a dislike towards Antoinette’s accumulated Creole knowledge when he starts to sus-
pect that it is influenced by the woman’s cousin Sandi who is a person of color: 

She threw like a boy, with a sure graceful movement, and I looked down at 
very long pincer claws, jagged-edged and sharp, vanishing. … As we were 
walking home I asked her who had taught her to aim so well. ‘Oh, Sandi 
taught me, a boy you never met.’ (54) 

 
in Wide Sargasso Sea are set between 1833 and late 1840s, the characters’ relationships must have 
certainly been shaped by the metropolitan discourse on white and black Creole cultures. 
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For Rochester, thus, Antoinette’s “made up mind” is also an indirect symbol of her 
romantic life before his arrival. When he comprehends that he is unable to alter An-
toinette’s knowledge, it is because it has already been partly shaped by another man 
who also happens to be Antoinette’s relative and, probably, lover. Antoinette’s Cre-
ole knowledge is, then, rendered by Rochester as unchaste, already “polluted” by 
her incestual liaison, and even impossible to be changed, since “nothing that [he] 
told [Antoinette] influenced her at all” (58). Realizing that he has no power over 
Antoinette’s knowledge, Rochester determines to let her “[d]ie then” and “sleep” as 
a punishment for both the “wrong” epistemic background as well as for the alleged 
sexual promiscuity connected with it (58). In other words, having no control over 
her knowledge, he resolves to ignore it, silence it by not letting her words penetrate 
his mind or have any practical value and agency. Because until 1882 the English 
common law did not recognize a married woman as a separate legal entity,7 Antoi-
nette’s financial and legal dependence upon her husband enables Rochester to exer-
cise epistemic violence with a maximal degree of practical and psychological harm 
for his wife. Specifically, Rochester’s conscious silencing of Antoinette’s epistemic 
existence denies her the status of a subject, which she desires to acquire in England 
where she hopes to become “a different person” and have “different things” hap-
pen to her (70). With her language having no agency over Rochester, Antoinette 
perceives her subjectivity to be forbidden through the trope of misplacement when 
she claims that she “lost [her] way to England” (117). In chapters four and five, 
however, Antoinette’s unsuccessful subjectification and the effects of the ensuing 
punishment are examined in greater detail. 

Though being herself subjected to epistemic violence, Antoinette also becomes its 
agent due to her lack of understanding of her racial and class positionality. Scholars 
such as Carine Mardorossian have already highlighted Antoinette’s attempts to erase 
the racial difference between herself and the black and mixed-raced Creoles, which 
is especially evident in her treatment of Tia as her black double (“Shutting Up the 
Subaltern” 1083). On the one hand, such yearning may be explained by Antoinette’s 
solitary childhood and anxiety, which she develops after the death of her father and 
the subsequent financial decay of her family. As her mother shows little interest in 
her daughter’s emotional well-being, Antoinette endures frequent outbursts of un-
easiness and heightened sensitivity to outer hazards as the girl fears the intrusion of 
“strangers” (12). This fixation on the danger looming from the outside might be 
one of the factors which affect Antoinette’s later perception of the self and her 
surroundings. As a descendant of white Creole slave owners, Antoinette intuitively 
feels the hostility of black Creoles which compels her to erase the differences sep-
arating her from the black people and thus eradicate the danger connected with the 
fact of not being “one of the righteous.” In the novel, it is indirectly suggested that 

 
7  The Married Women’s Property Act was passed in 1882 by the Parliament of the United Kingdom, 

allowing married women to possess property and have a separate legal identity. Source: 
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/45-46/75/enacted. Accessed 11 Apr. 2023. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/45-46/75/enacted
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“the righteous” refers to being black; at least, it appears to be so in Antoinette’s 
imagination: “There was a smell of ferns and river water and I felt safe again, as if I 
was one of the righteous. […] Godfrey said that we were not righteous.” (16).  

On the other hand, this racial appropriation which culminates in the creation of 
a mirror image of her potential black self at the expense of Tia can be a symptom 
of a wider problem which José Medina terms as the “hermeneutical insensitivity 
with respect to racial meanings” (211). This insensitivity somewhat resonates with 
Antoinette’s harmful habit which Carmen Wickramagamage defines as “inattention 
to […] the voices of others – especially the black people – who occupy the same 
geopolitical space that [Antoinette] does” (36). What remains yet unexplored is how 
this insensitivity is connected to, or indeed, reflective of Antoinette’s practice of 
epistemic violence. According to Medina, hermeneutical insensitivity is usually a 
characteristic feature of white individuals who lack  

the motivation and the opportunity to develop expressive activities and in-
terpretative tools to make sense of their own social experiences of racializa-
tion and to understand how their lives have been affected by racism and its 
legacy. And of course this self- ignorance, this inability to interpret their social 
experiences on racial matters, certainly undermine[s] their hermeneutical sen-
sibilities in their communicative interaction with others. (212) 

From a young age, Antoinette Cosway learns precisely how to disregard, rather than 
acknowledge and productively interpret, the experiences shaped by race and the 
local societal order that strictly differentiates between the white masters and the 
black servants. As mentioned above, Antoinette adopts this racial blindness from 
her mother’s controversial values, as Mardorossian writes, “to the point where it 
is … hard to determine whether she is transcribing her mother’s words … or sharing 
the beliefs she has internalized and naturalized” (“Shutting Up the Subaltern” 1074). 
Antoinette’s appropriation of Annette’s deliberately ignorant attitude toward the is-
land’s intensely racialized past as something “that happened long ago” is manifested, 
for example, in the episode where Antoinette avoids speaking about the story behind 
the name of the village named “Massacre,”8 justifying it by the fact that “[n]obody 
remembers [it] now” (8, 39). However, as Grace Pool notes, Antoinette “‘remem-
ber[s] much more than [she] pretend[s] to remember” (118); indeed, even Antoi-
nette herself states that she is “not a forgetting person” (85). This deliberate over-
sight of the unpleasant history to which Antoinette’s family is directly linked as well 
as confusion of her own and others’ racial identities, thus, constitutes the practice 
of hermeneutical insensitivity. It has a range of harmful consequences for those who 
are placed on the opposite side of the racial axis. Medina writes that 

 
8  Victoria Burrows mentions that the scene where Antoinette deliberately “forgets” about the events 

that happened in the village Massacre refers to the tragic murder of 60 to 70 Carib people by British 
and French colonizers (39). 
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the primary harm of a hermeneutical inequality is the inability to render 
something intelligible, whereas the secondary harms include all the further 
practical harms that result from such inability, such as psychological, eco-
nomic, or political consequences. In white ignorance, however, we have an 
epistemic asymmetry in which the hermeneutically disadvantaged (i.e. those without 
resources to understand their racial identities and experiences) are not those who suffer the 
practical consequences … . [T]he white subjects … at the same time enjoy prac-
tical benefits and ways to hold on to their privileges thanks to their herme-
neutical disadvantages, whereas others who are comparatively more herme-
neutically advantaged with respect to racial meanings suffer the practical and 
political consequences of the hermeneutical obstacles. (214; emphasis added) 

Antoinette’s disadvantaged hermeneutical position and deliberate insensitivity to 
the racial division benefit her in several ways. First of all, they allow the woman to 
assume the position of a victim which creates for her the new possibilities of what 
Victoria Burrows describes as “political avoidance” (40). This political avoidance 
manifests itself in certain harmful practices, such as for instance, the situational ap-
propriation of the black Creole knowledge or certain forms of it which are inher-
ently not white. Burrows provides one such example where Antoinette imperson-
ates a black voice to subvert Rochester’s authority, in this way, however, arrogating 
the weapon of the social group to which she not only does not belong to but which 
also uses that same weapon against the hegemony of the white Creoles like Antoi-
nette (65).  

This kind of cultural appropriation, I argue, evolves into the second problem 
which is switching between the racial identities depending on the given circum-
stances. It should be made clear, however, that Antoinette’s cultural hybridity as 
such is not a subject of critique since it is of course naturally formed by her multira-
cial upbringing. Rather, it is her misuse of her hybrid position which becomes a 
problem and has the potential to inflict harm on less privileged individuals. Racial 
identity switching is, then, mostly an artificial exercise that Antoinette develops to 
benefit from certain situations. For instance, the woman assumes her whiteness 
when it promises her a new life in England with its security and transformation to 
the status of the white metropolitan subject, which remains unattainable for her if 
she stays in Jamaica. To fulfill her dream – Antoinette also literally views England 
as a dream (Rhys 49) – the woman, paradoxically, resorts to the knowledge reserved 
only for black people. Specifically, Antoinette pressures Christophine to perform for 
her an obeah ritual, dismissing the latter’s claim that it “is not for béké” (71).9 Nev-
ertheless, when Antoinette is confronted by the attributes of the obeah magic, her 
confidence is shaken, which forces her to look away from the chicken feathers in the 
corner of Christophine’s room. This, in a way, foreshadows the failure of Antoi-
nette’s racial identity switching and figuratively confirms Antoinette’s status as 

 
9  “Béké” is a Creole term that denotes a white person, or a descendant of white Creoles. 
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“béké” for whom the obeah magic is “too strong,” as stated by Christophine (99). 
Notably, in the same scene where she desires to exploit the black Creole knowledge, 
Antoinette impugns Christophine’s knowledge about England, using her servant’s 
race as rationale: 

I stared at her, thinking, ‘but how can she know the best thing for me to do, 
this ignorant, obstinate old negro woman, who is not certain if there is such 
a place as England?’ She knocked out her pipe and stared back at me, her eyes 
had no expression at all. (70) 

This episode confirms Antoinette’s confusion manifested in both craving for Chris-
tophine’s advice and the black Creole knowledge and simultaneously rejecting them 
as obstructions on her path to fulfilling the dream. Christophine’s sudden expres-
sionless face only proves that she recognizes Antoinette as a prejudiced audience, 
which demonstrates testimonial incompetence towards her testimony; conse-
quently, this makes the black woman smother her speech. Realizing the riskiness of 
her testimony, Christophine resorts to the “blank face” technique to protect herself 
from Antoinette’s judgment. 

Antoinette’s attempt to maneuver between the two cultures proves to be both 
unsuccessful as well as harmful to the rightful carriers of the black Creole 
knowledge. The evasion of political responsibility manifested in trying to blend into 
the black Creole identity and even mimic the black voices undermines the autonomy 
of the black Creole knowledge systems as those that have been developing in op-
position to the white Creole knowledge that Antoinette represents. However, the 
practical harm of Antoinette’s attempt to appropriate the black knowledge is 
demonstrated in its literal banishment from the novel as Christophine is made to 
retreat from the narrative under the threat of legal prosecution for using that same 
knowledge. Antoinette, then, shows her lack of sensitivity required for the carriers 
of the knowledge as she is clearly unable to protect it under the “expressionless 
face” from the symbolic systems represented by Rochester. This sets her apart from 
such characters as Christophine, Baptiste, and even the unnamed locals in The Glit-
tering Coronet of Isles.10 Christophine’s yielding withdrawal might then be read as the 
final act of protection of the obeah knowledge concluded with her last words: “Read 
and write I don’t know. Other things I know” (104). Lastly, it is precisely the fact of 
ignoring the racial identities and their histories that forces Tia to throw the stone at 
Antoinette early in the novel and thus draw the line between their racial identities, 
which Antoinette consistently tries to eradicate. Tia’s act of throwing the stone – 
which Antoinette does not interpret correctly – is thus a nonverbal defense against 
epistemic violence that dilutes the history of slavery and the black Creole memory. 

 
10  In this fictional volume, the white author fails to decode that the black people’s silence about obeah 

stems from their unwillingness to become native informants. This is yet another confirmation that 
keeping silent about the local knowledge is effective in protecting it from being misused or banned: 
“I have noticed that negroes as a rule refuse to discuss the black magic in which so many be-
lieve. […] They confuse matters by telling lies if pressed” (Rhys 67). 



222  Yuliia Reikina 

 

Thus, epistemic violence in Rhys’s novel is enacted by both male metropolitan char-
acters as well as white Creole women such as Antoinette and Annette. In the next 
chapter on the novel which focuses on Antoinette’s subjectification, I will examine 
the repercussions of Rochester’s failed conversion of Antoinette to the knowledge 
of the metropole. 

Epistemic Violence in Foe 

Benita Parry contends that Coetzee’s writing enables the functioning of epistemic 
violence by rendering the noncanonical ways of knowing “ineffable,” specifically, 
she implies Coetzee’s silence on South African politics (52). This standpoint applies 
especially to Foe wherein the noncanonical knowledge is represented by the silent 
Friday whose muteness arguably converts his untold story from the one that belongs 
to the category of the epistemic knowledge to its, though “sacred,” still inexpressible 
specter (Parry 45). Although it is true that Coetzee’s fiction, including Foe, favors a 
perspective of a single speaker, thus leaving little room for the dialogue with other 
knowledges (Parry 40), Coetzee’s rewriting of Defoe’s novel also thematizes epis-
temic violence and depicts its breakdown. While critics like Benita Parry and Mi-
chael Chapman justifiably hold that Friday represents the South African silenced 
epistemic tradition,11 I alternatively look at Friday as a bearer of the island’s “anti-
knowledge,” which he successfully defends. This subchapter, then, examines the 
metropolitan epistemic oppression enacted by Susan Barton and Daniel Foe on a 
noncanonical knowledge of the island represented by Friday. In this chapter, I argue 
that Susan Barton strives to become the island’s representative to render it intelligi-
ble in her own epistemic framework, simultaneously misreading the role of Friday 
who is a true agent of the island. This chapter also foreshadows how ineffective ep-
istemic violence in the form of representation disrupts the future functioning of the 
language apparatus and subjectification. 

Throughout a significant portion of the novel, Susan Barton assumes the role 
of the narrative voice, dominating the story and determining the truths about the 
island and its inhabitants. From the beginning of the book, she designates the rela-
tionship between Cruso and Friday as a master-slave bond wherein Friday is un-
questionably a powerless servant. Barton also constantly reiterates that the island is 
“Cruso’s,” and that he is a “kingly figure” (Coetzee, Foe 37), thus firmly adhering to 
the Western colonial and patriarchal knowledge that identifies white masculinity as 
superior. It can be argued that Barton misinterprets not only the island’s hierarchy 
but its meanings in general as she uses her own metropolitan knowledge to render 
them intelligible. Besides, the comprehension of the island is contingent on Friday 
who does not speak and, therefore, cannot provide Barton with the necessary infor-
mation. Critics like Lewis MacLeod consider Friday’s silence to be protective, while 

 
11  Chapman declares that in Foe, Coetzee fails to “speak to Africa” (qtd. in Prentice 93). 
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others believe it to signify oppression.12 In this thesis, silence is held to constitute 
Friday’s “knowledge,” or the semiotic “anti-knowledge” of the island. Based on 
this, Friday’s silence is both the essence of the island’s “knowledge” and its protec-
tion against exploitation. 

It is difficult to overlook Barton’s preoccupation with what she calls “the story 
of the island,” which she strives to appropriate not only for her personal benefit but 
because she believes that, as a castaway, she is obliged to share her story with her 
fellow compatriots. Her desire to become the voice of the island is a case of epistemic 
violence both because she intends to speak on behalf of the island as well as because 
she intends to convey its alterity through English epistemic resources.  

Beginning with the question about hierarchy, it is important to note that alt-
hough Barton’s narrative persistently describes Friday as Cruso’s servant, there is 
no real evidence pointing to his true status on the island as the narrative is based 
only on Barton’s conjectures and Cruso’s confused accounts that make it difficult 
to “know what was truth, what was lies, and what was mere rambling” (12). Friday’s 
work on the terraces alongside Cruso also does not necessarily denote his enslave-
ment. On the contrary, the island seems to be indifferent to any hierarchy, uphold-
ing no laws or forms of control as even Susan notes that “the island no more be-
longed to Cruso than to the King of Portugal or indeed to Friday or the cannibals 
of Africa” (26). Additionally, Cruso affirms early on in the novel that Friday comes 
from Africa, and Susan henceforth considers it to be her mission to return him to 
his native continent. However, since Friday does not confirm this statement and 
Cruso is not a reliable source of information, one can also assume that Friday is 
island-born. Barton’s significant reliance on unsubstantiated information obtained 
from Cruso establishes her as an unreliable narrator and suggests that there might 
be other hermeneutical gaps in her narration. Indeed, though Barton believes 
Cruso’s account of the alleged shipwreck that confined both men to life on this is-
land, she also states that “Cruso never showed [her] where the wreck lay” and it is 
only her “conviction that it lay, and lies still, in the deep water below the cliffs in the 
north of the island” (53–54). Besides, Cruso opposes the idea of diving down and 
exploring the wreck, envisioning the ship as mere decrepit remains “broken by the 
waves and covered in sand” (32). Therefore, though Barton later assures Foe that 
she wrote what she saw (54), the exact opposite is true since she saw no shipwreck 
as well as no proof of Friday’s mutilation.13 

 
12  MacLeod writes: “Operating under his own procedures, Friday, like Coetzee, both protects and 

asserts his own story, resisting the persistent demands of an overriding discourse through a much 
more localized and idiosyncratic form of writing and storytelling” (14). David Attwell, on the con-
trary, designates Friday as “the silenced voice of the colonized subject” (10), while Derek Attridge 
considers Friday to be in the “powerless situation” (185). 

13  Some critics such as Lewis MacLeod challenge the idea that Friday’s tongue is cut off because the 
text does not present sufficient evidence in support of his mutilation, except for Cruso’s words, 
which Susan does not question (7). 
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Another clue to Friday’s insular origin is that he seems to be completely attuned 
to the rhythms of the island as even his flute-playing often accompanies the island’s 
violent wind gusts: “Woken by the din, Friday took out his flute and began to play 
his damnable tune, till what with the rain and the wind and Cruso’s shouting and Fri-
day’s music, I could have believed myself in a madhouse” (29). For Barton, thus, the 
wind is the most unsettling aspect of the island: 

If one circumstance above all determined me to escape, whatever the cost, it 
was not the loneliness nor the rudeness of the life, nor the monotony of the 
diet, but the wind that day after day whistled in my ears and tugged at my 
hair and blew sand into my eyes, till sometimes I would kneel in a corner of 
the hut with my head in my arms and moan to myself, on and on, to hear 
some other sound than the beating of the wind; or later, when I had taken to 
bathing in the sea, would hold my breath and dip my head under the water 
merely to know what it was to have silence. (15) 

To regard wind as the island’s “knowledge” might be considered tenuous at first, 
however, it may be interpreted as a metaphorical “blink of an eyelid” that Barton 
refers to later on in the novel as “the cracks and chinks through which another 
voice, other voices, speak in our lives” (30). Here, Barton clearly muses on epistemic 
violence the essence of which is ignoring the voices of others – or the other as in the 
case of the island. Unresolved, however, Barton’s rumination ends with an unan-
swered question about the right that allows one to “close [one’s] ears” to such a 
voice (30). Thus, though she hovers around the idea of the unfairness of such epis-
temic erasure, Barton never truly recognizes her own engagement in the practice. 
Having closed her ears to the voice of the island, the woman continues to misinter-
pret and misrepresent the story that already has a rightful agent. 

Although through her narrative Barton constantly tries to attach Friday to 
Cruso as when she assumes that he will be comforted by being accommodated at 
“his master’s bedside” when they are taken aboard to travel to England (41), there 
is no sound evidence that would confirm that Friday is indeed disturbed. Addition-
ally, she continuously endows Friday with qualities and emotions that are charac-
teristic of the individuals of her own culture until eventually bewildered she admits 
that Friday “had been insensible of [her]” and indeed not only of Susan but of 
her civilization in general (98). Friday, thus, like the island itself, is autonomous, 
self-contained. His silence signifies the island’s meaning, or rather its absence, 
which cannot be logically explained through the epistemic means of Barton’s civi-
lization. Susan’s subsequent quest for discovering Friday’s pre-island story and the 
mystery of his mutilation as well as transcribing them into the Western epistemic 
code is destined to fail.  

Friday, who is a living representation of the island, seems to be aware of the 
futility of Susan’s mission, which is manifested in his only verbal production in the 
novel. Mainly, it is a mocking “ha-ha-ha,” which he phonates as a repetition of 
Cruso’s “la-la-la” when the latter shows Susan that Friday has no tongue (22). From 
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that moment, Barton cannot cease thinking about – and abjecting – Friday’s muti-
lation as a corporeal representation of the impossibility of sharing and expanding 
one’s epistemic legacy. Barton, thus, genuinely strives to decipher Friday’s 
knowledge and translate it into the language of the English epistemic system, but 
having taken the wrong path – mainly, thinking that Friday is affiliated with Africa 
rather than with the island – does not surpass the level of speculations: 

And how did he understand my gesture of putting out my tongue at him? 
What if, among the cannibals of Africa, putting out the tongue has the same 
meaning as offering the lips has amongst us? Might you not then flush with 
shame when a woman puts out her tongue and you have no tongue with 
which to respond? (69) 

Barton’s epistemic oppression is, then, directed at making Friday’s persona intelli-
gible, silencing him by forcing him into speech and into a familiar ideology that can 
explain and categorize people like himself, as “essentially familiar,” “inferior” and 
even, as Kristopher Teters puts it, “childlike” (Lambert 1; 83).14 In this way, to 
complete her story of the island, Barton needs Friday to be African because both 
the assigned status of a “slave” and the toponym “Africa” open the possibility for 
future speech, tutelage, and familiarity of the Other required for its (mis-)-represen-
tation. In this sense, Friday resembles Mungo from A Harlot’s Progress whose “Afri-
canness” is used by the metropolitan characters to form the type of alterity that 
aligns with their vision of the world. The unnamed, inflexibly nonhierarchical island 
that Susan comes ashore, on the contrary, does not create an opportunity to use the 
metropolitan frame of reference freely. It is thus with the missionary fervor of good 
intentions that Barton imposes her own desires and epistemic culture onto Friday: 

You will have money with which to buy your way to Africa or Brazil, as the 
desire moves you, bearing fine gifts, and be reunited with your parents, if they 
remember you, and marry at last and have children, sons and daughters. And 
I will give you your own copy of our book, bound in leather, to take with you. 
I will show you how to trace your name in it, page after page, so that your 
children may see that their father is known in all parts of the world where 
books are read. Is writing not a fine thing, Friday? Are you not filled with joy 
to know that you will live forever, after a manner? (58) 

The creation of the semi-familiar docile African man is linked to making Friday 
“understand the cravings” of those “who live in a world of speech” and want “to 
have [their] questions answered” (79). In this way, Barton tries to seduce Friday into 

 
14  Susan justifies her supervision over Friday in the following manner: “Nevertheless, I beseech you 

to send your men ashore again; inasmuch as Friday is a slave and a child, it is our duty to care for 
him in all things, and not abandon him to a solitude worse than death” (Coetzee, Foe 39; emphases 
added). 
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what she regards as a fulfilled existence which is nevertheless achieved at the expense 
of discontinuing silence and becoming discernible in the metropolitan belief system. 

The role of Cruso in Barton’s story can also be considered instrumental. To make 
sense of his relationship with Friday as well as to give a comprehensible definition 
of the island, Barton endorses Cruso’s self-identification as the island’s authority. 
On the one hand, Friday indeed appears to follow Cruso’s orders, but it seems to 
be so solely because Cruso speaks. Since Friday does not, his power is more difficult 
to trace. It is, therefore, probable that the work on the terraces – which is recognized 
as “pointless” by Chris Prentice (96) – and other idle island tasks are of the same 
importance to Friday as they are to Cruso. The futility of their daily work at least 
reflects the island’s elision from the realm of meaning. Moreover, when Cruso’s 
function as Friday’s “lenient master” is served (23), the narrative itself expels him 
by reporting his death, induced by the separation from the island. Remarkably, with 
Cruso, Barton uses the same tactics of intense mental imagery as exemplified above 
in respect to Friday, which is intended to incite “the cravings” and appeal to the 
“common” human nature: 

“We will visit a corn-factor, I promise, my Cruso,” I say. “We will buy a sack 
of corn, the best there is. We will take ship again for the Americas, and be 
driven from our course by a storm, and be cast up on your island. We will 
plant the terraces and make them bloom. We will do all this.” It is not the 
words, it is the fervour with which I speak them: Cruso takes my hand be-
tween his huge bony hands and brings it to his lips, and weeps. (44) 

In both these cases, the epistemic projection is empty, and deceitful since Cruso is 
dying, and it is highly likely that Friday’s home is not in Africa. Both Barton’s 
speeches are also sentimental and replete with images and concepts characteristic 
of her own epistemic culture. The only difference, however, is that Friday, unlike 
Cruso, is unmoved. Although throughout the years spent on the island, Cruso 
comes close to worshipping the island’s qualities, its tedium and emptiness,15 he still 
maintains a sentimental connection to the values of his civilization and, even more 
importantly, to the power of language, “the fervour with which” words are spoken. 
Conversely, such pathos is unknown to Friday who indifferently “labours away at 
the washing-board” as Susan delivers her poignant speech (59). Of course, Friday’s 
insensibility to Susan’s words cannot alone point towards his island genesis since 
there can potentially be African or other continental cultures that, for instance, do 
not have a concept of family. The island’s imprint on Friday, nevertheless, is quite 
distinct as even in Barton’s narrative, he is compared to a whale or a spider insensi-
ble of human emotions, however, simultaneously, human enough to receive 
knowledge: “Through his ears Friday may yet take in the wealth stored in stories 

 
15  Susan recounts how Cruso frequently practices “losing himself in the contemplation of the wastes 

of water and sky” on the Bluff – the ritual Susan rejects as she “had not the temperament to love 
such emptiness” (38). 
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and so learn that the world is not, as the island seemed to teach him, a barren and a silent 
place …” (59; emphasis added). 

While on the island, Barton remarks that she “became deaf, as Friday was mute” 
as the possession of these qualities “on an island where no one spoke” made no 
difference (35). As mentioned above, this suggests that the island does not have 
meaning from the perspective of metropolitan epistemic tradition. The island’s po-
tency lies in no meaning, as well as in its linguistic silence, which together make the 
island stand in opposition to the knowledge of the civilization, which is founded on 
language, accumulation of written and spoken knowledge, and ultimately, its mean-
ingful distribution. 

Concluding the discussion on the representation, which is the main aspect of 
epistemic violence in the novel, Barton desires to become the island’s voice, to rep-
resent it in her own culture, and to articulate the island for the audience that belongs 
to her own epistemic group. As a justification for her right to the representation, 
Barton declares that “it was I who shared Cruso’s bed and closed Cruso’s eyes, as it is 
I who have disposal of all that Cruso leaves behind, which is the story of his island” 
(45). The potential pernicious harm arising from this lies in the prospect of Friday 
being remodeled and quite certainly misinterpreted by the audience that does not 
have adequate epistemic equipment to understand the island’s lack of meaning. 
Nevertheless, it can be argued that, unlike the epistemic violence in Wide Sargasso 
Sea, the epistemic violence in Foe does not bring any discernible harm to Friday or 
the island, mainly because they are situated beyond any hermeneutical accessibility. 

As mentioned above, to become the island’s voice, Barton needs Friday to speak 
because “the only tongue that can tell Friday’s secret is the tongue he has lost” (67). 
The acquisition of language promises to render the nothingness of Friday’s silence 
into a substantial “story” with meaningful content. Until this is made possible, Bar-
ton maintains that Friday’s “story” “is properly not a story but a puzzle or hole in 
the narrative” (121). Such rhetoric is reminiscent of Rochester’s preoccupation with 
the “secret of the place” mentioned earlier (Rhys 57). Both Rochester and Barton 
treat the nonfamiliar knowledge as a riddle, thus simplifying it and making it impos-
sible to be truly understood. For Barton, both the enigma of Friday’s mutilation as 
well as “the final mystery” of his ritual of petal scattering are vital elements of her 
future book (86).16 However, in the same vein as Lewis MacLeod considers it to be 
“unwise” to suppose too much about Friday’s writing of the letter o, it is “unwise” 
to try to interpret the mysteries Susan aims to solve. It can be stated that the lack of 
meaning, or at least its hermeneutic inaccessibility, makes the island impenetrable not 
only for Barton and Foe but for the readers of Coetzee’s book as well. 

 
16  In Part One of the novel, Friday scatters the petals over the place which is believed by Susan to be 

the place of the shipwreck. From that moment on, she infers that Friday must have a “soul” since 
it resembles a ritual honoring the memory of a deceased person. 
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Epistemic Violence in A Harlot’s Progress 

“Benevolent plague”: Hogarth, Pringle, Thistlewood 

Reminiscent of Coetzee’s Foe, A Harlot’s Progress by David Dabydeen addresses the 
issues of misrepresentation and ventriloquism in his reimagining of William Ho-
garth’s 1732 series of paintings. Unlike the previous novels, however, Dabydeen’s 
work discusses the intersection of epistemic violence – “benevolent plague,” or 
“sterility” as designated in the novel (Dabydeen, A Harlot’s Progress 32, 33) – and 
physical violence. It also presents the consequences of such a combination. Addi-
tionally, this section explores the question of the representative voice of the tribe 
and the problem of hermeneutical gloom. 

Mungo’s body serves as evidence of the epistemic violence in the novel. Ac-
cording to one of the versions of Mungo’s history, the scar on his forehead is πι, 
“the sign of Greek learning” (Albert 115), which means that Mungo is “an imprint 
of a lost tribe of Greeks” that first exterminated African tribes that were on their 
way and then “bestowed” their civilization “unto their brightest slaves and mulatto 
offsprings [sic]” (33, 32). According to yet another interpretation, Mungo’s forehead 
is marked with the initials of Captain Thomas Thistlewood who, similar to the 
Greeks, massacred and enslaved entire villages, singling out only Mungo to teach 
him the Christian doctrine. The text presents even the third version which proclaims 
that the ghosts of the tribe branded Mungo’s forehead “in preparation for … man-
hood” (65). Notably, according to all three versions, the sign originates from the 
symbolic systems: both Greeks’ and Thistlewood’s marks signify colonization, while 
the third version suggests that it is the imprint left by the patriarchal law. 

Almost on every stage of his “progress” – from the time on Thistlewood’s slave 
ship and to the service in Lord Montague’s household – Mungo encounters epis-
temic violence in one form or another. Lady Montague, for instance, regards Mungo 
as a mere decorative element in her household, foreclosing any idea that 
Mungo/Perseus possesses any kind of human knowledge. While in the company of 
Betty, on the contrary, Mungo/Noah is forced to “smother” his speech so as not 
to frighten the washerwoman who does not expect an enslaved African to have 
knowledge in geometry. Through Mr Hogarth, a fictional alter ego of the artist Wil-
liam Hogarth, the novel demonstrates how epistemic violence may be solidified into 
a piece of art. Specifically, in his paintings, Hogarth misrepresents not only Mungo 
but also Moll, other women, as well as Mr Gideon, endowing them with stereotypical, 
empty portraits which silence their authentic stories.17 In his Hogarth’s Blacks: Images 
of Blacks in Eighteenth Century English Art, Dabydeen observes that while Hogarth’s 
depictions of black people were intended as satirical, they contributed to the perpet-
uation of harmful stereotypes about black people as primitive, sexually deviant, and 
even of simian in ancestry because his contemporaries failed to appreciate his black 

 
17  Mungo mentions that after Hogarth promised to represent them “in the best light,” the women 

were eager to share their stories (Dabydeen, A Harlot’s Progress 271–272). 
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figures as “satirical signposts” (130, 131). The case of Hogarth is thus one of the few 
instances in the novel where pernicious harms from epistemic violence are easily dis-
cernible. Particularly, Mungo bitterly announces that he fears that due to the success 
of Hogarth’s prints, he will “forever be associated with the indecencies of merchants 
and whores”: 

Centuries from now, when your descendants think of a Negro, they will think 
of a pimp, pickpocket, purveyor of filth. Mr Hogarth’s pictures … [spread] 
the message of me throughout the realm, that for years afterwards I could 
not venture out of doors without being accosted by strangers. (273) 

Interestingly, for Mungo, the association with “whores and merchants” is offensive, 
which suggests that he is also influenced by the discourse of metropolitan stereo-
types. In reality, Hogarth’s engravings crystalize the prejudice against the marginal-
ized groups precisely by depicting them all together. 

Mr Pringle,18 a writer of Mungo’s testimony and a young Secretary of the Com-
mittee for the Abolition of Slavery, practices epistemic violence by ventriloquizing 
Mungo’s voice. For example, like many other slave accounts of the era, Mungo’s 
story is to be written in the first-person singular and “understandably corrected in 
terms of grammar, the erasure of indelicate or infelicitous expressions, and so forth” 
(3; emphasis added). As becomes evident later on, Pringle invests a considerable 
amount of writer’s freedom in “and so forth” by resolving to “colour and people” 
Mungo’s descriptions “out of his own imagination” (3). Employed as “a ruined ar-
chive” by Mr Pringle (3), Mungo is deprived of the chance to represent himself in 
what is supposedly his own narrative. His lack of discursive agency is also reflected 
in his name which Pamela J. Albert calls “generic” as it was often applied to Africans 
in the eighteenth century (126). From the beginning of the novel, it is clear that even 
though Mr Pringle endeavors to write the story of Mungo’s life, he allocates an Af-
rican man a limited role in his narrative and is ready to record a “generic” story of 
suffering. For example, ahead of even hearing Mungo’s story, he compiles a structure 
of the future book with distinct chapters reflecting Mungo’s “progress” from life in 
Africa and years of slavery to the “redemption” by the Committee for the Abolition 
of Slavery (6). Furthermore, Pringle never asks Mungo how he wants to be por-
trayed, or what parts of his history he would like to share or exclude from the man-
uscript. Mungo’s identity in Pringle’s narrative is defined without his consent, while 
his subsequent testimonies are employed only to reinforce the image that accords with 
Pringle’s propaganda, which is a subject of the chapter four of this research. Notably, 
it is suggested at the beginning of the novel that Mungo is able to share the story of 
his life as a slave without Pringle’s help: “No, I am not uncouth, I can write the story 
for myself, for I have imbibed the mannerisms of language, and the King James 
Bible is at hand to furnish me with … expressions” (5). However, as Pringle expects 

 
18  A detailed description of Pringle’s fictional and historical personas will follow in chapter four. 
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him to produce “a sober testimony” (5), Mungo’s own narrative voice must be re-
stricted. As becomes evident later, Pringle’s endeavor to control the story is rather 
unsuccessful: the structure presented by him in the beginning is not preserved 
because of the story’s persistent nonlinearity, while Mungo’s point of view domi-
nates larger parts of the text. 

Although Mungo withstands Pringle’s ventriloquism, it is evident that both the 
physical and epistemic violence committed by Captain Thistlewood shapes Mungo’s 
identity and consciousness considerably. Dabydeen likely constructs the character 
of Captain Thistlewood on the basis of the identity of Thomas Thistlewood, an Eng-
lish plantation owner and the author of diaries where he records his daily life in colo-
nial Jamaica.19 The fictional Thistlewood shares many similarities with his historical 
counterpart, mainly, they both sexually abuse and torture their slaves, as well as tend 
to commodify and objectify them. Elizabeth Kowaleski Wallace remarks that Daby-
deen’s Thistlewood is characterized by “complex, if perverted, psychology,” which is 
expressed in his fervent worship of the “lost Albion” and his fascination with mythi-
cal creatures (245). As a matter of fact, his aesthetic obsession, Wallace continues, 
extends to his treatment of the slaves whom he also begins to regard as “his crea-
tures” (245). Notably, however, Thistlewood’s dehumanization does not completely 
apply to Mungo as he is selected by the Captain to receive the knowledge of “the 
ways of whitemen,” and with it, fluency in English through conversion to Christi-
anity (59). Aside from the regular physical and sexual violence, Thistlewood’s meth-
ods of Mungo’s “conversion” to the new knowledge system are manifested in 
memory repression expressed in Captain’s recurring commands to “forget the 
land.” By driving Mungo into oblivion about his past, Thistlewood attempts not 
simply to alter Mungo’s understanding of his past but to eradicate it altogether. This-
tlewood is both marking Mungo’s possession and uprooting his former knowledge, 
by leaving his initials on Mungo’s forehead, “the iron was a crucifix, blinding my 
eyes to my own heathen past” (75). In this way, Captain intends to mitigate his dis-
ciple’s Otherness regarded by him as subhuman, and “endow” Mungo with the 
“soul.”20 It is, therefore, under the influence of such teaching that Mungo himself 
begins to look at the slaves below the deck as “not fully human” (49). 

Whether epistemic violence employed against Mungo by various characters is 
entirely effective is a matter of debate. Comparing the narrators’ agency in A Harlot’s 
Progress and The History of Mary Prince,21 Pamela J. Albert, for instance, argues that, 
unlike Prince’s narrative, which seems to be entirely supervised by the abolitionists, 
Mungo’s self-censorship in regard to Thistlewood’s atrocities signifies that he as-

 
19  For more information on real Thistlewood, see Douglas Hall’s In Miserable Slavery: Thomas Thistle-

wood in Jamaica, 1750–86 (1999). 
20  This endeavor is indicative of Thistlewood’s attempt at subjectification of Mungo which is ex-

plored in detail in chapter four. 
21  Chapter four of this research provides more details on the connection between this slave narra-

tive and Dabydeen’s book. 
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serts himself as a master of his story (121). Moreover, even the combination of tor-
ture and violent schooling from Thistlewood does not seem to have made Mungo 
“forget” as he is being continuously visited by the ghosts of the villagers. Their 
voices often bring Mungo out of oblivion, reminding him of the land and his duty 
to remain the receptacle of their stories. However, even while resisting the silencing 
of his memory that contains knowledge of his tribe, he is far from being considered 
a reliable conveyor of the tribal memory. Elizabeth K. Wallace remarks that Mungo’s 
story “is inevitably “broken” and, therefore, cannot thoroughly depict the events 
(239). Thistlewood’s conversion may not have eradicated Mungo’s memory, but it 
certainly has confused and fractured it, which results in an extremely nonlinear nar-
rative wherein the discourse of Thistlewood’s teachings and Ellar’s reprimands of 
Mungo’s failing memory merge into one. 

Question of the Voice of the Tribe 

As remarked above, Mungo is not alone in resisting epistemic violence. In fact, he 
is not its most formidable antagonist as the voices of other villagers intrude into 
Mungo’s/Pringle’s narrative to remind Mungo of Africa even when he is already 
unwilling to hear about it. Besides, it seems that Mungo truly internalizes many be-
liefs and practices of the new civilization. Throughout the narrative, for example, 
the voice of Ellar, one of Mungo’s fellow villagers who dies on the slave ship while 
being sexually abused, condemns him for the censorship of the horrors they expe-
rienced: “Perhaps you should curse them outright as white devils, tell the story as it 
is and not bother with the consequences” (256). Mungo, however, is reluctant to 
act so radically because he wishes to have his book published, and even more im-
portantly, well sold, therefore, he resolves “not [to] repel his readers by calling them 
necrophiles” (257). 

From the description that Mungo gives about his village, it becomes clear that 
every resident seems to perform a certain function. Kaka, for example, is the vil-
lage’s generational beggar, Manu is a sorcerer who predicts the village’s future, while 
Tanda grows an eponymous fruit for the whole community. The only person who 
seems to be outside of the functional framework is a “husbandless,” “lame” woman 
Ellar. Being also beyond the child-bearing age, Ellar is under the threat of being 
maimed and banished from the village according to its cruel patriarchal laws. On 
the ship, however, Ellar is one of the most vocal characters; more so, it is precisely 
after her death, that Ellar’s presence in the narrative becomes increasingly assertive 
and radical. Meanwhile, the village’s former orator Manu loses his influence since 
his gift of prophecy disappears on the ship: “Each morning they look to Manu for 
guidance, but he is without magical shell and pebble and bone, he cannot foretell 
today whether they will be fed a richer meal than salt-fish and biscuits … Manu is 
hopeless” (79). At last, after Manu dies by drowning, he is unable to speak and shape 
the public discussion of other ghosts as he is literally prevented from speech by the 
fish and water which he swallowed while dying. Manu’s helplessness and silence 
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signify the impossibility to provide a rational and balanced explanation of the hor-
rors of slavery. His previous talent of sorcery as well as reliance on the spirits for 
the village’s protection is rendered absurd by the reality of the slave ship; therefore, 
his attempts to pacify the ghosts who are arguing with Mungo are absurdly, almost 
comically, smothered by the fish blocking his mouth. It is thus Ellar’s angry and 
nasty language that “restores” the villagers to themselves and provides an outlet of 
expression after their own voices are “stilled” by Manu’s attempts to placate them 
(139). Therefore, it can be argued that after her death and transformation into a 
ghost, Ellar’s role as the voice of the village is disclosed. It is also remarkable that, 
unlike other ghosts who eventually evanesce in the text, Ellar’s ghost seems to re-
appear and even close the novel with its presence. Notably, Mungo ultimately refers 
to her as a “spirit” rather than a “ghost,” which hints at the fact that she might now 
belong to the realm of ancestors, spirits – the foundational figures of the village’s 
religion. What, therefore, becomes evident by the end of the novel is that the 
village’s knowledge, or voice, is preserved through the “spirit of Ellar,” and less 
through Mungo who, conversely, closes his one ear to her sounds of “jungle howl, 
loud cackle or big-bosomed laugh” by stifling it with a Christian hymn. Mungo’s 
choice to suppress Ellar’s “howling” with a Christian religious song demonstrates 
his partial assimilation into the epistemic system of the Western civilization of the 
eighteenth century that must expel indigenous knowledge in order to assert its su-
periority. Dabydeen’s ending, however, is ambivalent in terms of epistemic violence 
because even having internalized Christian beliefs and metropolitan value of com-
merce, Mungo clearly does not “forget the land,” and even concedes the last para-
graphs to Ellar “who – as if to counter a long tradition of silencing black women – 
‘tells’” not only from the position of the black woman but from an epistemic per-
spective of the obliterated African village (Wallace 250). 

Hermeneutical Gloom and Vocabulary of the Oppressed 

In addition to the silencing of African knowledge, Dabydeen’s novel depicts in-
stances of epistemic injustice specifically directed against women. The marginalized 
female characters in the text inhabit both Africa and the metropole. In England, the 
dominant public discourse operates exclusively on patriarchal ideas and vocabulary, 
which prevents women from having an opportunity to define and comprehend their 
own struggles. This only perpetuates their suffering. Lady Montague’s declining 
mental condition, for example, is defined as “passing hysteria” by the male doctor, 
who dismisses it as insignificant: “Her pain is ghostly, that is all” (233). The actual 
cause of Lady Montague’s affliction can be traced back to her isolation and insub-
stantial connections with fellow women who engage in conversations on trivial mat-
ters rather than sharing significant experiences amongst themselves. Moll’s invisible 
disease, which leaves no imprint on her body, is reminiscent of Lady Montague’s 
“hysteria.” Analogous to Lady Montague’s condition, Moll’s affliction remains un-
explained and hermeneutically “silenced” by the patriarchal discourse that does not 
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contain adequate language to describe it. Both Lady Montague and Moll lack self-
understanding as they are separated from other women and female communities 
that could provide them with support. Such hermeneutical gloom is also character-
istic of Antoinette Cosway, an extremely isolated character, whose emotions are not 
defined and explored even in her own narrative. 

As elaborated further in the paper, Mungo’s African village also functions as a 
symbolic system by virtue of its rigid patriarchal laws. Therefore, the local women 
face similar epistemic violence as the women in the metropole. Nevertheless, the 
villagers’ experience of slavery seems to facilitate the women’s comprehension of 
their experience. Thus, Rima, another powerful African female figure, defines 
women’s status in the village as that of the slaves: “Not wives, … Slaves. The men 
were masters. Only the Elder and his clan allowed themselves marriage. The rest of 
us were slaves to the whim of any man, though we were appointed individual mas-
ters” (28). This instance demonstrates how the vocabulary of one oppressed group 
“migrates” to describe the experience of the other. Overall, the black women’s expe-
rience of slavery seems to transform them into a much stronger community in con-
trast to their counterparts in the metropole. 

In conclusion, this chapter has discussed how epistemic violence functions on 
different levels of the texts’ character structures, affecting both the primary and 
secondary characters, but always representing the interests of the dominant, in the 
given cases, metropolitan and patriarchal discourses. In Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea and 
Dabydeen’s A Harlot’s Progress, the secondary characters of servants and villagers are 
epistemically marginalized as groups. Both servants’ and villagers’ collective aware-
ness of the dangers of epistemic violence seems to be more acute than that of indi-
vidual figures like Antoinette and Mungo. Christophine, for example, warns Antoi-
nette of the epistemic duplicity of the metropole, which uses the colonies to pro-
mote itself and ultimately exploit those who live on the periphery. From this per-
spective, Christophine and Ellar perform a similar function by reminding the pro-
tagonists of the deceptive nature of the oppressors’ knowledge, which to some ex-
tent contributes to the protagonists’ fragmentary, superficial engagement with the 
metropolitan knowledge. Baptiste is also aware of Rochester’s metropolitan preju-
dice and the intention to exploit him, like Antoinette, as a native informant. How-
ever, his sense of affiliation with his particular epistemic group prevents him from, in 
this context, dangerous loquacity. Meanwhile, Godfrey and Myra, who are inter-
preted as mirror characters, seem to be more racially informed than their masters. 
Overall, the groups facing oppression are not homogenous as they often comprise 
other marginalized groups. For example, female characters in A Harlot’s Progress en-
dure epistemic violence from both the metropole and the men who share with them 
the same experiences of racially motivated violence. 

Mungo and Antoinette are of course not identical in their response to epistemic 
oppression since their experiences are shaped by divergent factors and contexts: 
Mungo is an enslaved African man and Antoinette is a white Creole woman who, 
though epistemically marginalized, still benefits from social and economic privileges 
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secured by her race. Nevertheless, as the two displaced marginalized figures who 
are both separated from their epistemic groups, they expose similar individualistic, 
almost isolationist patterns of behavior, which make them both less vigilant to ep-
istemic violence. It can be argued that epistemic violence has contributed to their 
isolation. Mungo, for instance, is forcibly separated from his fellow Africans and 
their collective knowledge; meanwhile, Antoinette has grown up in the solitary com-
pany of the attributes of the metropolitan culture, which to a large extent have sub-
stituted her integration into the Creole communities. This notwithstanding, both 
Antoinette and Mungo interact with the knowledge of their oppressors on a super-
ficial level: Antoinette learns only some of the rules of English decorum, while 
Mungo partly absorbs the contradictory teachings of Betty, Lady Montague as well 
as Captain Thistlewood that form inconsistent fragmentary knowledge about the 
metropole. The protagonists are thus inadequate carriers of the metropole’s epis-
temic data as they acquire it predominantly by virtue of mimicking the metropole’s 
exterior. 

A radically distinct “response” to epistemic violence is exhibited by Friday. Un-
like Mungo and Antoinette, he does not belong to any epistemic group in the tradi-
tional sense. He also does not react to epistemic violence in a way that can be ren-
dered intelligible. However, the absence of Friday’s reaction, be it a conscious pro-
tection of his knowledge or not, is a problem to the knowledge of Barton’s and 
Foe’s civilization because, like every traditional knowledge, it requires interaction – 
either positive or negative. Therefore, it can be argued that Friday’s response, or 
rather lack of it, is more effective in countering epistemic violence than Mungo’s 
and Antoinette’s occasional protests against it. 

Confession and Subjectification 

The following chapter concentrates on the analysis of subjectification and confes-
sion as intertwined mechanisms in service of the symbolic systems. It explores the 
exploitative side of these two forms of control as well as depicts instances where the 
marginalized figures are enticed to participate in the given practices. The analysis of 
Foe concentrates on Susan Barton’s desire for subjectification and Friday’s role in it. 
In the section dedicated to Jean Rhys’s novel, I briefly expand on Ulf Olsson’s anal-
ysis of Rochester’s anacrisis, which he presents in his book Silence and Subject and in 
Modern Literature. However, whereas Olsson focuses on Charlotte’s Brontë character 
of Rochester, I concentrate on his counterpart in Rhys’s novel. In regard to A Har-
lot’s Progress, the chapter explores how subjectification, in lieu of objectification, is 
employed to exploit the voice of the enslaved for the political purposes of the 
metropole by endowing it with a sanctioned narrative subjectivity. 
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“The truth that makes your story yours alone”: Subjectification of Susan 
Barton and Friday 

As indicated in the previous chapter, Susan Barton’s misreading and failed repre-
sentation of Friday complicate his transformation into a subject by making it diffi-
cult to obtain his verbal confession. This section discusses how the metropolitan 
figures attempt to “normalize” Friday through language. The initial focus, however, 
is put on exploring how Barton seeks subjectification for Friday as well as for herself 
as a way to reinstate her personal agency in the metropole. 

Foe exhibits a classic subjectification with a well-discernible hierarchy. Susan 
Barton, who can be characterized as a disciple in the subjectification process, seeks 
subjectification through the story, which she aspires to publish. Barton reveals that 
she sees confession as a tool that would distinguish her from others and be proof 
of her existence as a subject – “[t]he truth that makes your story yours alone” (Coet-
zee, Foe 18). As mentioned earlier, Susan strives to tell her castaway story to her com-
patriots because it legitimizes her years spent on the island, and imbues them with 
significance, while silence threatens to render them futile: “Touches like these will 
one day persuade your countrymen that it is all true, every word…” (18). Since by 
its religious nature confession promises acceptance to a community, it also presents 
a way for Susan to re-enter the realm of the symbolic metropole from which she 
became disconnected. Additionally, as remarked by María José Chivite de León, the 
symbolic is important for Barton also because it promises personal and economic 
autonomy as well as the prestige of becoming a woman author (104). 

Throughout the novel, Barton confesses to numerous characters, but the pro-
spective book promises to comprise a documented confession that guarantees the 
status of the subject. It is possible to question how a person so strongly committed 
to the metropole is not a subject from the beginning, but since the novel is likely set 
in the early eighteenth century, Barton’s agency is surely restricted due to her sex 
and the status of an unmarried woman. Moreover, a true confession requires an 
authority that would accept and absolve it. To navigate through the process of sub-
jectification, Barton, therefore, turns to Daniel Foe, a professional writer who 
would collate her confessions into a book. In Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault 
theorizes the “hierarchized surveillance” of a power apparatus, suggesting that “it 
functions like a piece of machinery” with its “pyramidal organization” (177). Fou-
cault continues that “it is the apparatus as a whole that produces “power” and dis-
tributes individuals in this permanent and continuous field” (Discipline and Punish 
177). This is reminiscent of Agamben’s idea of the symbolic apparatus functioning 
without discernible supervision. As a part of a symbolic power apparatus of lan-
guage, subjectification functions autonomously but preserves a hierarchy wherein 
the authority is “more anonymous” than an individual who goes through subjecti-
fication (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 193). Based on this description, Foe is an 
exemplary authority within subjectification. As a skilled writer, Foe stands for an 
obscured functionary as he is “reputed a very secret man” in the novel (48). His 
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almost faceless persona exhibits a paradox of subjectification where “those on 
whom [power] is exercised tend to be more strongly individualized” than the ones 
performing subjectification (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 193). Notably, Foe’s in-
visible presence during interrogations is similar to that of Socrates when he practices 
elenchos, or anacrisis. Olsson remarks that when interrogation begins, “Socrates is 
transformed into a discursive medium” while ceasing to be a person or a teacher 
(25). Losing his personality, Foe also interrogates Susan with the Socratic intention 
to examine the person, while simultaneously being less focused on her ideas. How-
ever, the interaction between the confessant and the confessor is not entirely suc-
cessful as Barton and Foe have different ideas about what a confession should in-
clude and how it must be completed. According to Elke D’Hoker, after Foe tells 
Susan a parable about an Irishwoman whose confession is interrupted and absolved 
without her consent, the disagreement which follows is based on their discrepant 
views on what constitutes a completed confession (37). For Foe, an avowal is com-
pleted when a confessant accepts the new self after the confession is performed, 
despite an occasionally defective system of confession; meanwhile, Susan claims 
that it is solely in the hands of the authority to end the confession (D’Hoker 37–
38). Hence, the authority which interprets the confession poorly – be it a priest or a 
writer – is dangerous for a confessant but simultaneously cannot be rejected because 
of their absolute power. Ironically, what Barton is concerned about is partly the mis-
interpretation that she herself practices in regard to Friday. The woman’s voluntary 
involvement in subjectification, however, makes her more vulnerable than Friday 
who is mute. 

Returning to Barton’s aforementioned idea of the “truth” that makes one’s story 
unique, it is evident that the woman does not accept Foe’s modifications of her 
confession predominantly because such an act would disrupt the image of the self 
that she constructs with her confession. In his 1985 essay “Confession and Double 
Thoughts,” Coetzee explicitly connects a need for confession with a desire to use it 
for the sake of the construction of one’s own identity: 

The possibility we face is of a confession made via a process of relentless 
self- unmasking which might yet be not the truth but a self-serving fiction, 
because the unexamined, unexaminable principle behind it may be not a de-
sire for the truth but a desire to be a particular way. (280; emphasis in original) 

Consequently, when Barton refuses to tell Foe of her life in Bahia, she attempts to 
trick the network of confession/subjectification to depict her in a way that she finds 
pleasing. Such “self-serving fiction,” however, is not approved by Foe whom Barton 
begins to compare with a “patient spider who sits at the heart of his web waiting for 
his prey to come to him” (120). Unwearyingly waiting for Barton to “give reckoning 
of [herself] to the world” (124), Foe slowly alters her story by pointing out the 
weaknesses in its structure and proposing his version of it: 
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We therefore have five parts in all: the loss of the daughter; the quest for the 
daughter in Brazil; abandonment of the quest, and the adventure of the is-
land; assumption of the quest by the daughter; and reunion of the daughter 
with her mother. It is thus that we make up a book: loss, then quest, then 
recovery; beginning, then middle, then end. (117) 

It is important to remember that, as a writer, Foe has special requirements for a con-
fession that might not have been important for a priest. For Foe, the form of con-
fession is even more significant than its content – “the truth” – therefore, to sell 
Barton’s confession, he is obligated to meet the expectations of its other recipients 
– the readers, even if it is to the detriment of the confessant’s interests. Particularly, 
Foe requires a happy ending. The moment he “invents” Susan Barton Jr. and prof-
fers Susan’s reunion with her alleged daughter manifests Foe’s ultimate superiority 
that cannot be overturned. Claiming that the girl was “fathered” by Foe, Barton 
determinedly rejects and abandons her in the forest, considering her to be “insub-
stantial” – a product of fiction, rather than truth. However, by the end of the novel, 
Barton gradually grows to be less disturbed by the girl’s “appearances, or appari-
tions” (136), which simultaneously affects her perception of the self. In the series of 
lectures entitled On the Government of the Living and delivered in 1980, Foucault inter-
links obedience, incessant examination and confession (289). In Foucault’s terms, 
after listening to the superior who absolves the confession, Susan engages in the 
“incessant examination” by reassessing herself. Specifically, Susan begins to ques-
tion her own substantiality, complaining that Susan Jr. and her nurse are “trailing 
after [her], ghosts haunting a ghost, like fleas upon a flea” (139). By forcing Susan 
to doubt her own reality, Foe appropriates Barton’s confession much like he does 
with the stories of Mrs Veal and Mrs Barfield – other ghosts “whom  Mr Foe has 
made famous in the course of his writing” (58). Notably, the deceased individuals 
who likely also turned to Foe for subjectification, are women. This suggests that the 
novel raises the question of a structural problem within subjectification, particularly, 
that of a woman’s subjectivity in the hands of a male writer who has the power to 
misconstrue a female voice or erase it from the narrative completely. In other words, 
to transfer it from a substantial realm to the realm of ghosts. As Michael Marais 
remarks, Susan Barton herself is excluded from Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (13), 
thus being allocated only a ghost-like presence in another man’s narrative. 

Like a spider, indeed, Foe lurks in the darkest corners of the intricate network 
of confession/subjectification awaiting its prey. A trope of a spider-like or vampire-
like confessor who sucks the words out of one’s story is evoked in the novel several 
times. When referring to Foe’s profession, for instance, Barton wonders about 
“how many words can be sucked from a cannibal feast” (94). Ultimately, Foe himself 
uncovers his confessional vampirism: “Instead of answering, Foe kissed me [Susan], 
again, and in kissing gave such a sharp bite to my lip that I cried out and drew away. 
But he held me close and I felt him suck the wound. ‘This is my manner of preying 
on the living,’ he murmured” (139). “The living,” or those who turn to Foe to have 
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their confessions written and published, are eventually drained not only of their sto-
ries but of their substantiality as well. As they are transformed from “substantial 
beings” into fictional characters, their “truth” is also altered, ceasing to be their au-
thentic story but a crystallized literary invention. Such deadly characteristic of con-
fession also features in A Harlot’s Progress, which I examine later in the paper. None-
theless, Susan makes further efforts to reassert control over her story by, for exam-
ple, sexually domineering over Foe in “the manner of the Muse when she visits her 
poets,” which is supposed to help her beget her offspring (139). According to Kai-
su Wu, the problem of Susan is that by following the myth, she is “ensnaring” her-
self into a patriarchal discourse (116). However, it can also be argued that Susan 
became entrapped within it from the moment she confided her story to Foe who 
made her into a victim of his “desirous (patriarchal) plotting” (Worthington 254). 

Barton also demands a confession from Cruso. From the first day on the island, 
she expects to hear “the truth” from Cruso about his and Friday’s past, only to be 
bewildered by Cruso’s discrepant stories. Disappointed with his spoken accounts, 
she begins to look for the written record of Cruso’s life but, again, finds nothing. 
Such disregard for both spoken and written confessions terrifies Susan as it signifies 
not only a voluntary exclusion from the Western civilization and the system of lan-
guage but also a deliberate consent that his knowledge will someday vanish. Alt-
hough Susan Barton attempts to restore Cruso’s subject status lost on the island, 
for brevity’s sake, it is not the subject of a detailed discussion in this work. 

Subjectification of Susan, thus, mostly depends on Friday. As remarked by Ulf 
Olsson, “[t]he silencing of others is a constitutive part of becoming a subject, but 
the silence of others is a threat to that same subjectification” (173). Therefore, as 
mentioned in the previous chapter, Friday’s presence in the future book must be 
made meaningful. Additionally, because language requires expansion, without the 
speaking Friday, Susan’s own substantiality and progression in subjectification are 
under threat. Being aware of the importance of maintaining and participating in the 
hierarchy, Barton, therefore, assumes the role of a tutor for Friday who is now to be 
a newly initiated disciple; this is thus supposed to help Susan ascend the pyramid of 
the hierarchized surveillance. 

Susan Barton aims not only to introduce Friday to language and the symbolic 
systems it represents but also to endow him with a subjectivity of his own. Based 
on her view of Friday as coming from Africa, she attempts to make Friday speak of 
Africa, and as African. In other words, Barton expects him to assume a specific 
African subjectivity, which would create a necessary Other for her book. Guided by 
this logic, she tests various means that would force Friday into speech, including 
writing, flute-playing and sketching. During one of such sessions, Friday comes 
close to revealing his awareness by “drawing the walking eyes.” This drawing is 
perhaps the first and the last clue about his persona that he shares with Susan. No-
tably, unlike Susan, he does not wish to entrust it to Foe, and, therefore, wipes his 
“confession” away before Foe can see it. 
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Though her attempts are unsuccessful, Barton does not consider them to be a 
failure. According to the woman, Friday inhabits a pathologically powerless position 
because his “silence is no guarantee against assimilation to the dominant discourse” 
while her own reticence is “invested with the power … ‘to withhold’” (Mathuray 
160). The exact opposite, however, seems to be true. As previously exposed, though 
the total silence with which Friday confronts Barton’s epistemic misrepresentation 
and misinterpretation enables Barton’s distorted story to circulate for a while, it also 
prevents it from being solidified into a published book because it does not contain 
facts. In other words, the confession cannot be truly accepted as a confession if it 
contains only someone else’s assumptions. 

In contrast to Friday, Barton exhibits a tendency to confess her story to almost 
everyone whom she encounters. This often results in the reshaping of her image 
according to the imagination or preconceptions of strangers. Arriving in Bahia, for 
example, Barton is thought to be a courtesan by Portuguese men. She is also advised 
by Captain Smith to call herself a wife of Cruso so that she is not regarded as a 
courtesan by other sailors. Furthermore, Barton’s identity is shaken by her alleged 
daughter as well as by Foe himself who tries to remodel her story by inventing new 
characters and testing Barton’s substantiality. An incident with an old man who 
interrogates Susan while she is living on the streets with Friday also exposes her 
fragility as a confessant when the man claims that the two are “gipsies.” “Lost for 
words” by his tenacity (108), Barton begins to distrust her self-image, and as a result, 
her story in general by wondering whether she has “become a gipsy unknown to 
[herself]” (109). This does not imply, however, that Susan is utterly deprived of 
agency since she partly manages to withhold the story of her daughter. Yet even 
Barton’s strategic use of silence does not protect her testimony from being misused, 
which eventually harms her. Her reliance on the authority of subjectification is ex-
cessive, which suspends her entire existence and moves her farther away from sub-
stantiality, which is evident in the way she invests all of her hopes for the future in 
the shady figure of Foe: “Can you not press on with your writing, Mr Foe, so that 
Friday can speedily be returned to Africa and I liberated from this drab existence I 
lead?” (63). 

Contrary to Friday who protects his and the island’s story from being misused 
in the metropolitan narratives, Barton’s confessions undergo undesirable changes. 
Interestingly, this is foreshadowed early on in the novel when Susan shares the story 
behind her French surname, which is correctly spelled as “Berton” but with time, it 
became “corrupted in the mouths of strangers” into Barton (10). Overall, Susan 
Barton has a different view on confession than her confessor. Moreover, she at-
tempts to employ her confession to create a desirable self-image, which contradicts 
Foe’s ideas, and perhaps even the metropole’s vision of women in general. Being a 
woman author or a female castaway is not a story that can be easily accommodated 
in England’s eighteenth-century discourse. Therefore, even though Susan adheres 
to the rules of language, actively proliferates its influence by forcing Friday to speak, 
confesses her own story to the superior, and even engages in a form of ascesis, or 
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self-observation, to recover an allegedly lost substantiality, she is not rewarded with 
a true subject position. 

Anacrisis and False Subjectification in Wide Sargasso Sea 

Similar to Foe, subjectification in Jean Rhys’s novel is rooted in an imbalance of 
power between a metropolitan male figure and a female character who exhibits an 
indefinite relation to the metropole. 

Rhys’s depiction of women’s social and financial dependence on patriarchal and 
metropolitan economic structures sheds light on the emergence of the need for sub-
jectification. In the novel, the black and mixed-raced Creole women seem to be 
more socially and economically empowered and, therefore, possess more subjectiv-
ity in contrast to white Creole women. This is clearly demonstrated, for example, 
through such characters as Christophine and Amélie as well as Antoinette and An-
nette. The novel, however, presents other subtle examples where working-class Cre-
ole women of color actively participate in the colonial economy; having merely ar-
rived in the West Indies, Rochester, for instance, observes “the women with trays 
covered with white cloths on their heads going to the kitchen. The woman with 
small hot loaves for sale, the woman with cakes, the woman with sweets” (Rhys 41–
42). Albeit through the imperial and patriarchal economic structures, Creole women 
of color are capable of maintaining their subject positions and being less dependent 
on both metropolitan and Creole men. White female Creoles, on the contrary, are 
portrayed as bound to male imperial subjectivity. Annette Cosway Mason, for in-
stance, is highly dependent upon her English husband, while Antoinette seems to 
appropriate such dependence. This makes it almost impossible for such women, 
Antoinette, in particular, to avoid the process of subjectification. 

Besides the obvious economic dependence, a white Creole woman is more cul-
turally attached to the metropole. As Laura E. Ciolkowski remarks, while the dra-
matic collapse of the Caribbean plantation economy in the 1830s succeeded in 
transforming the class of affluent Creole planters into economically and culturally 
disenfranchised “white niggers” and “cockroaches,” locating them outside the ranks 
of the new community of nonslaveholding English colonials, it did not succeed in 
fully severing the Creoles’ stubborn attachment to England. (340–341) 

Such obstinate attachment to England is what, perhaps, likens Antoinette Cos-
way to Susan Barton as it is less a shrewdly calculated maneuver but a genuine ad-
miration of the metropole that compels them both to become its true subjects. Su-
san Barton’s and Antoinette’s cases, however, are not identical, mainly because of 
the differences between the male agents of subjectification and the subjectification 
methods that they use. 

As mentioned previously, from the start of their marriage, Rochester realizes 
that Antoinette fails to conform to his ideal image of an English wife. His view of 
metropolitan female subjectivity diverges greatly from Antoinette’s personality, al-
legedly defined by indecisiveness, uncertainty “about facts – any fact” (54), and what 
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Mardorossian calls a “seemingly ‘natural’ incapacity for rational (and causal) 
thought” (“Double (De)colonization” 81). This notwithstanding, Rochester seems 
to attempt to reform, “normalize” Antoinette by forcing her to assume a type of 
subject position that he prefers. 

To deviate briefly from Wide Sargasso Sea, in his Silence and Subject in Modern Liter-
ature, Olsson reveals that prior to their marriage, Charlotte Brontë’s Rochester con-
ducts interrogations of Jane in which he employs anacrisis. The Socratic method is 
used by Rochester not only to make Jane define who she is but to force her to speak 
as a subject who serves her master and might, ultimately, be destined to master 
Thornfield Hall herself (Olsson 14). According to Olsson, in Jane Eyre, subjectifica-
tion is inscribed in dialogues that consist both of questions leading to a confession 
as well as authoritative characterizations of another’s identity that, for example, is 
illustrated in the scene where Rochester disguises as a Gypsy woman and tries to 
shape Jane’s emotions (13). 

In Wide Sargasso Sea, anacrisis is also a part of Rochester’s investigation of Antoi-
nette’s identity. However, the difference between Antoinette and Jane is that the 
former does not reciprocate with the same examination of Rochester’s subjectivity. 
As Olsson argues, in Jane Eyre, the struggle for power is expressed in both Roches-
ter’s and Jane’s “mutual practice of defining each other” (14; emphasis added). An-
toinette, on the other hand, seems to yield to Rochester’s interrogations without 
examining him back. The lack of interest in the participation in subjectification and 
the power struggle this practice entails makes Rochester continuously question An-
toinette’s shaping as a subject. He, therefore, considers her “silence and a blank 
face” to be “poor weapons” for the subjectification process that inevitably implies 
violence and struggle for control (56). 

The question of Antoinette’s position in the subjectification process is a com-
plicated one. On the one hand, she intuitively refuses to retaliate against Rochester’s 
interrogations about her past by unmasking the man’s intentions and insecurities. 
But on the other hand, she also unconsciously seeks the validation of her subjectiv-
ity because of her economic and social inferiority. Therefore, Antoinette eventually 
delivers her confession by the end of Part Two of the book with the hope to have 
her metropolitan subject position acknowledged. Rochester’s parts of the dialogue, 
however, are replete with anacrisis. His answers are short but intended to modify An-
toinette’s confession such as when Rochester corrects Antoinette’s description of 
the Coulibri estate, which he himself has never seen: “‘One of the best things was a 
curved flight of shallow steps that went down from the glacis to the mounting stone, 
the handrail was ornamented iron.’ ‘Wrought iron,’ I [Rochester] said. ‘Yes, wrought 
iron …’” (84). In this way, following the Socratic method of interrogation, Rochester 
indirectly points to minor “inconsistencies” in his interlocutor’s speech. Unlike Soc-
rates, however, Rochester conducts an anacrisis not to modify Antoinette’s morals 
but for the sake of the anacrisis itself. In other words, he expects the woman to par-
ticipate in the power play and thus show her connection to his metropolitan values. 
Mechanically, Antoinette accepts Rochester’s changes to the extent that she even 
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concedes to be defined as Bertha by the end of her confession. Consequently, the 
“anacritical dialogue” which takes place between Rochester and Jane and eventually 
leads to their marriage (Olsson 14), does not happen in Wide Sargasso Sea. Moreover, 
Rochester’s reception of the confession seems to imply that he has decided to deny 
the subject position to Antoinette long ago. As foreshadowed in the chapter on 
epistemic violence, Rochester’s decision regarding his wife’s subjectification might 
have been influenced by Antoinette’s previous liaison with Sandi. Figuratively, Sandi 
stands for Antoinette’s “Creoleness”, the bond that can never be revoked by Roch-
ester. 

Together with his anacritical interrogation, he also confuses Antoinette with his 
conflicting reactions as when he “sharply” demands Antoinette’s answer and then 
tries to kiss her a moment later. Such a deeply disturbing behavior suggests that 
Rochester might be attempting to provoke an intense emotional response from An-
toinette, rather than truly listening to her confession. The confirmation of this can 
be found in Christophine’s words as she condemns Rochester for forcing Antoi-
nette “to cry and speak” (99), implying both Rochester’s anacritical pressure and his 
irrational wish to see Antoinette’s intense reaction. Notably, the novel implies that 
Annette Cosway also endured similar interrogations that, according to Christo-
phine, lead to her mental demise: “They tell her she is mad, they act like she is mad. 
Question, question. But no kind word …” (101). 

It is evident that confession and subjectification are understood differently by 
Antoinette and Rochester. Similar to Susan Barton, Antoinette is determined to 
produce a truthful confession. Meanwhile, Rochester is more preoccupied with the 
process itself as he mainly expects to witness Antoinette’s submission to the rules 
of the language apparatus. The situation becomes even more complicated when An-
toinette tries to obtain a subject position by avoiding the system and its norms alto-
gether and using the obeah magic instead. It is, therefore, after an attempt to trick 
the system that the ultimate punishment ensues. 

It can be argued that instead of facilitating Antoinette’s real subjectification, 
Rochester offers her a simulacrum, false subjectification, aimed at confining her to 
the attic – an obscure liminal space between the semiotic and the symbolic, which 
chapter five explores more fully. Remarkably, Antoinette herself comprehends the 
futility of her confession and foretells the upcoming darkness of the attic as imme-
diately after her testimony she dismisses Rochester, saying that she will “stay here in 
the dark” where she belongs (87). Remarkably, Olsson, too, contemplates the pos-
sibility of a fictitious subjectification, peculiarly invoking the same symbol of dark-
ness: 

But that is part of the nature of anacrisis: it encourages you to speak – only 
to silence you. And the practising of anacrisis always opens up to violence: 
within it lurks physical violence, ready to jump forward and assist in making 
the subject step forward – or force it to return to its dark dungeons. (129; em-
phasis added) 
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As mentioned above, Antoinette Cosway’s and Susan Barton’s experience of sub-
jectification is similar. Both women invest their social and economic desires into the 
metropole. Antoinette believes that she will act differently in England, while Susan, 
being “full of new hope,” sees it as a substantial place, “the rock of England,” that 
will endow her with the same substantiality (121, 44). Conversely, the protagonist of 
the novel discussed in the next chapter is forced into subjectification involuntarily 
and for the purposes that primarily benefit the symbolic systems themselves. 

Triangles and Circles: Pringle’s Metropolitan Anxiety and Mungo’s 
Narrative Subjectivity 

According to D. L. Smith, “[t]he slave, discursively, is always by definition the object 
of some subject,” the one “whose own voice is necessarily absent from public dis-
course” (qtd. in Reinhardt 82). In comparison to the speakers of traditional histor-
ical slave narratives, David Dabydeen’s Mungo has much more authority over the 
text than any other enslaved man or woman who published their accounts in eight-
eenth-century England. Moreover, as indicated previously, Mr Pringle’s attempts to 
represent and give voice to “the ruined archive” are unsuccessful. Mungo, therefore, 
cannot be considered an absolute “object” in the book given a considerable level of 
narrative autonomy; nevertheless, he is indeed coerced to be employed for the “sub-
ject” that Pringle selects. 

First, it is important to explore the underlying motives behind the activation of 
certain metropolitan mechanisms of control, such as subjectification. Steven K. 
Holmes argues that by denoting Mungo as a ruined archive, Mr Pringle discloses that 
he “seeks only records and facts [sic] not an experiential being with a consciousness 
of his own” (33). This, according to Holmes, is one of the examples of how Pringle 
objectifies Mungo and dehumanizes him by refusing to acknowledge that he pos-
sesses any actual intelligence (29). Holmes’s assessment of Pringle’s personal atti-
tude toward Mungo can be considered accurate as Pringle indeed dehumanizes 
Mungo by perceiving him primarily as a source of information, thus depriving 
Mungo of what Fricker terms as epistemic subjectivity. This notwithstanding, it is 
not in Pringle’s political interests to view and depict Mungo as an object in his nar-
rative. On the contrary, for his abolitionist project to succeed, Pringle requires 
Mungo to be seen as a subject, which would then make his narrative contrast with 
the pro-slavery discourse that depicts black people solely through objectification. 

A Harlot’s Progress contains numerous historical references, especially in regard to 
its characters. To gain a more comprehensive understanding of Dabydeen’s Pringle 
and his political concerns, it is necessary to examine his historical counterpart. The 
figure of Mr Pringle is likely built on the identity of Thomas Pringle, a secretary of the 
Anti-Slavery Society in 1827 and the editor of The History of Mary Prince (Albert 120). 
The History is a first-person account of the life of the female slave that was transcribed 
and published by the Society in 1831. Written for the English audience, the book was 
used in the Society’s campaign against the slave trade (Albert 120). Dabydeen’s 
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choice of Pringle’s persona is, of course, not accidental since, despite its humanitarian 
goal, Pringle’s book presents an inaccurate rendering of Prince’s life. A. M. Rau-
werda, for example, points out that Prince’s amanuensis, Susanna Strickland, 
distorted much of Prince’s account (404), while Sarah Salih highlights the underem-
phasizing of the sexual violence in the book as Prince’s courtroom records were 
“more frank about her sexual relations” (qtd. in Albert 190n24). According to Al-
bert, such censoring of Prince’s original words is employed by her transcribers “not 
to offend the sensibilities” of the readers (190n24). Like his historical counterpart, 
Dabydeen’s Pringle, “the humble instrument of the Divine” (6), resolves to “purge” 
Mungo’s story “of its imperfections” such as the weakness of Mungo’s old mind and 
poor grammar (6). Another noteworthy detail about the real Pringle gives Jane Me-
iring who remarks that it was the Anti-Slavery Society that became interested in 
Pringle’s employment after he wrote an article about the situation in the South Af-
rican colony; Pringle accepted the position likely also because he fell in debt shortly 
after returning from Africa (qtd. in Holmes 28). According to Holmes, the picture 
of the historical, and of Dabydeen’s Pringle, as Holmes’s analysis later contends,  

is not of a progressive man who desired to free slaves, as we might commonly 
understand assume by his involvement with Mary Prince’s slave narrative, 
but rather of an independent writer marketing his skills “disinterestedly” for 
profit and the Hogarthian hope of gaining creative autonomy. (29) 

Indeed, in Dabydeen’s book, Mr Pringle is motivated to write Mungo’s story not 
only because it will support the cause of the Committee but also because it promises 
to bring dividends for the abolitionists. Alternatively, however, this subchapter ex-
plores another potential reason for Pringle’s endeavor, mainly, his patriotism fueled 
by religious fervor. 

In contrast to the real “disinterested” Pringle (Holmes 28), Mr Pringle in A Har-
lot’s Progress is obsessed with publishing Mungo’s story primarily because he regards 
it as his patriotic mission to salvage England from the potential collapse that may 
ensue if slavery continues. Matthew Wyman-McCarthy notes that by the end of the 
eighteenth century, many metropolitan Britons exhibited anxieties connected with 
Britain’s foreign policy that, according to them, became to be defined by violence 
and exploitation, among which “the slave trade was simply the most poignant of 
many examples” (307). Among the proponents of abolitionism, it was the religious 
segment of the population that showed the most ardent advocacy for the cause. 
According to Wyman-McCarthy, Evangelicals were one of the most active aboli-
tionists (308). Although it is not entirely clear whether Mr Pringle is Evangelical 
Christian, the text states that he is “at heart, a Christian” (6), and with his book, he 
intends to “contrast the freedoms fostered by Anglicanism” against “slavery that 
lies at the heart of Catholic worship” (144). Therefore, aside from the clear financial 
gain promised by the publication of the book, Pringle is primarily driven by a sense 
of patriotic duty of thwarting the schemes of “Jews and Jacobites and Papists” de-
signed to ruin the country (143). 
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Pringle’s metropolitan anxiety emerges through the motive of geometry traced, 
in particular, in his doodles. Mungo describes Pringle’s drawings as having “circles 
and squares and triangles all muddle and mess up [sic], the points of the triangles 
poking and stretching and deforming the circles which trap them, like bumps on the 
shaved heads of Bedlam folk” (226). First, Pringle’s sketching while listening to 
Mungo’s testimony is unconscious, which implies that it can indeed reflect his hid-
den anxieties. Second, the chaos of Mr Pringle’s geometrical shapes may also echo 
Mungo’s earlier testimony in which he remarks that “Captain Thistlewood’s resolve 
collapsed and with it the triangle of commercial interests that fixed Africa to the Americas 
to England. And the globe too within the triangle, one so perfectly defined” (111; em-
phases added). The triangle that Mungo refers to, and which Pringle probably has in 
mind while drawing, is obviously the transatlantic slave trade route, which was one 
of the main sources of Britain’s economic welfare. Pringle’s doodles reflect his 
moral dilemma regarding the optimal course of the British empire, namely whether 
to preserve the institution of slavery or to terminate it altogether. Mungo senses 
Pringle’s ethical anguish, depicting it as follows: “Common sense tells him that mer-
cantilism underpins the welfare of people … . But what is crucial to the country’s 
economy is also morally indefensible … [and] makes England vulnerable to foreign 
invasion” (143–144). For Pringle, who is equally terrified by the prospect of the eco-
nomic losses from the abolition of slavery as well as by the “foreign invasion” which 
might occur if the slave trade perpetuates, the circle, of course, stands for the per-
fection of the Christian charity and the Christian mercy, which the abolitionist de-
votedly fosters. As an Anglican and a patriot, Pringle feels both a moral obligation 
to speak for his black brethren, as well as to consider the country’s interests. There-
fore, he must convince himself that slavery cannot benefit the state in the long term. 
Thus, despite the bitter attempts at nesting the “triangular” economic benefits from 
slavery inside the “circular” paragon of the Christian virtue, Pringle cannot reconcile 
the two, which erupts into confused, “messy” doodles of his inner turmoil. 

With Pringle’s motivation determined, it becomes more apparent why he re-
quires subjectification from Mungo. First of all, Pringle, like Foe, is a confessor: he 
undertakes the role of an author and the recipient of the testimony. As a confessor, 
Pringle understands that a confession cannot be issued from an object because for 
it to be considered valid, it must always be made voluntarily by the subject who com-
prehends the value of confession. As Foucault remarks in his Hermeneutics, the power 
of self-objectification during the confession is in the hands of the subject making 
this confession (333). Therefore, even though it is tempting for Pringle to write a 
confession for Mungo, he cannot do this without the man’s active participation in 
the confession process, which is supposed to create a strong sense of pathos. Pringle 
records Mungo’s testimony for a particular audience, mainly, for the country’s “en-
lightened citizenry” who will then use it in their emancipation campaign in the 
Houses of Parliament (5). For his confession to appeal to the subjects of the 
metropole, Pringle needs Mungo to be, or at least to reproduce the same subjectiv-
ity. 
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The subjectification process is heavily supervised by Pringle as he desires to see 
Mungo as more than just an ordinary speaking subject, and certainly not the way the 
man himself aims to construct his ironic narrative identity: “let me say I come from 
the tribe of Bongo-Bongo; that I am germane and first-cousin to jungle beasts … . 
But such revelations will not do for Mr Pringle” (5). Instead, to make the book 
compelling, Pringle reserves for Mungo the identity of a Christ-like figure: “A Ne-
gro slave is the closest England comes to having Our Lord in its midst, Mr Pringle 
believes. Thus I, a heathen worth eleven guineas at the outset, have become a price-
less treasure” (144). A number of critics have remarked that through his “portrait,” 
Pringle attempts to construct Mungo into a martyr and a Christ-figure. Noteworthy, 
Mary Prince’s image in The History is also that of a martyred woman. According to 
Moira Ferguson, it is precisely because of this status, a considerable portion of 
Prince’s story is censored: 

Mary Prince’s History was sponsored by the Antislavery Society, who won 
public support by detailing atrocities and portraying female slaves as pure, 
Christlike victims and martyrs in one of their major organs of propaganda, 
the Anti-Slavery Reporter. Women whose cause they sponsored could not 
be seen to be involved in any situation … that smacked of sin and moral cor-
ruption. Christian purity, for abolitionists overrode regard for truth. (4) 

Dabydeen’s Pringle, however, has a completely different approach; he encourages 
Mungo to confess the most heinous experiences in order for them to be “absolved” 
by the metropolitan readers: “Of course he would write of me with such compassion 
that my sins would be forgiven by the Abolitionists of England” (70). Pringle envi-
sions Mungo’s confession to be completely centered around his martyrdom where 
Africa is described as a Garden of Eden and Thistlewood is, of course, a malevolent 
force that disrupts the equilibrium. Thus, Pringle requires Mungo to assert his iden-
tity as a subject in a specific way and for a particular cause, mainly, England’s security 
and the emancipation of slaves, which is Pringle’s secondary noble pursuit. 

As remarked previously, Thistlewood’s conversion of Mungo to Christianity, 
and “endowing” him with a “soul” can also be seen as a way of subjectification 
since thereafter Mungo is “recognized” as human in the symbolic system of the 
metropole. Interestingly, Mungo seems to be less disturbed by Thistlewood’s vio-
lent physical subjectification than by Pringle’s subjectification, which is performed 
through a verbal confession: 

In Mr Pringle’s society, expression is vaunted, and a book is deemed the high-
est achievement of man. But, for me, the book is no more than a splendidly 
adorned memorial and grave. To speak is to scoop out the substance, to hollow out 
yourself, …. I have kept silence before the nib and gravedigger’s spade of Mr 
Pringle. (34–35; emphasis added) 

In an unexpected inversion, it seems that Pringle’s demand for the confession is 
more lethal to Mungo than Thistlewood’s physical violence. Interestingly, Mungo’s 
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conception of the dangerous nature of the confession is reminiscent of that which 
arises in Foe. Specifically, Mungo identifies confession as the practice that drains an 
individual of his or her substance until finally, it culminates with the confessant’s 
death. While ominously foreshadowing Susan Barton’s death at the end of Coetzee’s 
novel, Mungo also depicts an image of the confessor as a gravedigger, which reso-
nates with Barton’s description of Mr Foe as a spider or a vampire who transforms 
confessants into ghosts. Alternatively, in the passage replete with death imagery, 
Mungo also perhaps points out to what is defined by Ulf Olsson as “the negative of 
linguistic subjectification,” which “in varying degrees of intensity, demonstrate[s] a 
deadly logic in which earlier forms of subjectivity must be destroyed in order for 
some form of confessional subject to step forward” (34). Thus, it can be argued 
that, for Mungo, to confess means to have his previous African subjectivity erased. 
By properly confessing his story from the perspective of his new subjectivity, 
Mungo is truly at risk of “forgetting” his African past that was formed by means of 
his native language. His fellow villagers also recognize the hazard in communication 
through the linguistic means of the English subjects: “Only a broken foreign lan-
guage is left to us, for we are all now steeped in doubt” (100). The novel also implies 
that alternative names attributed to Mungo, namely Noah and Perseus, indicate the 
potential threat of multiple subjectivity erasures. Mungo does not, however, perform 
his confession according to Pringle’s rules since, instead of one confession, there are 
multiple fragments of contradicting confessions that create chaos and thus make the 
ultimate formation of the Christ-like subject simply impossible. 

To conclude, the three scenarios of subjectification and confession presented in 
this chapter highlight an extremely exploitative nature of the metropolitan language 
apparatus that uses individuals rather than serves them. Susan Barton and Antoi-
nette Cosway, for instance, are both white women who have cultural, ancestral, as 
well as linguistic connections to the metropole. However, their affiliation with the 
metropole, as well as their sex, become impediments to their subjectification since, 
for the power apparatuses of the patriarchal metropole, there is no visible profit that 
can be gained from these women’s confessions. As a white West Indian woman 
who belongs to the former planter class, Antoinette is violently refused the 
metropole’s subject status not least because of “a ‘bad’ white identity” that her class 
has come to represent in the metropole (Lambert 1). Similarly, Susan Barton’s con-
fession of a woman castaway cannot be employed in the interests of eighteenth-
century England. Overall, Susan’s and Antoinette’s confessions and a potential sub-
jectification through language are not simply unprofitable to the metropole but to 
some extent even harmful; simultaneously, their subjectification benefits the appa-
ratuses only quantitatively as the systems expand through new converts. Thus, as 
female protagonists cannot be meaningfully accommodated within the systems’ cur-
rent ideologies, they are both silenced. 

Conversely, Friday’s and especially Mungo’s confessions are valuable to the em-
pire because of different reasons. The written testimony of Mungo is obviously di-
rectly connected to England’s security and political stability. Meanwhile, coercing 
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mute and adamant Friday into the symbolic systems would reinforce their influence. 
Lastly, building on Homi K. Bhabha’s logic of hybridity, the metropole requires the 
black men’s transformation into subjects because it creates new identities of the 
metropolitan Self: through Mungo’s and Friday’s articulated Otherness, the identity 
of a metropolitan subject becomes more stable. Considering the findings, it is evi-
dent that none of the protagonists has successfully completed subjectification: An-
toinette is denied a subject status because of her Creole knowledge and insensitivity 
to Rochester’s linguistic power play; the fragmentary nature of Mungo’s confessions 
and Friday’s complete linguistic silence also make it impossible for the characters to 
be transformed into uniform subjects of the metropole. 

Semiotic and Symbolic 

This chapter is primarily dedicated to the exploration of the semiotic disruption of 
the symbolic and the systems which the latter represents, mainly, that of the 
metropole, the patriarchal law and the language apparatus. This section does, how-
ever, question whether the semiotic subversion is absolute and whether it cannot be 
reversed. Within the discussion of the topic in regard to each novel, I determine the 
placement of the maternal chora as well as examine the maternal drive, the pre-Oe-
dipal bond, and the death drive pertinent to the marginalized protagonists associ-
ated with the semiotic, mainly Friday, Antoinette Cosway and Mungo. In this part 
of my research, I also draw parallels between some agents of the semiotic and sug-
gest that the semiotic interconnects Wide Sargasso Sea and A Harlot’s Progress through 
their endings. 

Substantiality versus Maternal Drive in Foe 

The previous chapters on Foe expose the ways through which Susan Barton imposes 
her vision of Friday’s origins and his potential status as a subject of the metropole 
on the silent character. With the help of the theory of the symbolic and the semiotic, 
this chapter depicts how Friday’s silence transcends the function of defense and be-
gins posing a hazard for the symbolic and its dependents. It also discusses the out-
come of the power struggle between Susan Barton and Friday. 

The nature of Friday’s modality raises discussions in the critique of Foe. In 
“Post- Colonialism, or the House of Friday,” Sheila Roberts argues that Friday “can-
not learn to live in the Symbolic” (339). Lewis MacLeod disagrees with this point, 
suggesting that Friday’s disregard for language is not caused by his unlikely loss of 
the tongue and is, therefore, not accidental as it “goes to great lengths to maintain” 
(12). MacLeod, then, argues that Friday’s silence is “fundamentally symbolic” (12), 
suggesting that it is semantically charged and strategically resistant to Barton’s im-
position of language. Although Friday’s silence does signify insubordination, it is 
problematic to view it as symbolic. First of all, the direct connection of the symbolic 
to syntax should not be ignored. Even if one assumes that Friday does have a tongue 
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and stays silent intentionally, his silence, though viewed as loaded, cannot be con-
sidered symbolic because it does not possess a “substantiality” of syntax and gram-
mar. Secondly, the argument that silence is necessarily symbolic negates the subver-
sive power of the semiotic itself, suggesting that its instances of resistance are always 
unintentional. Though the semiotic is described by Roudiez as “drive-ridden and 
dark,” which hints at its inadvertent quality (qtd. in Kristeva 3), it can be applied for 
a sentient subversion and transgression of the thetic. 

Friday belongs to the semiotic realm, as previously examined, mainly through his 
roots in the island, which is intrinsically semiotic. His semiotic expression is mani-
fested in his dedication to the rhythm, which he explores extensively throughout 
the novel: both by using musical instruments as well as his own body while dancing. 
The clue to Friday’s semiotic is, however, the inscrutability of its meanings. Mac-
Leod considers Friday’s semiotic as a peculiar type of language (12), thus suggesting 
that Friday’s musicality can be rendered intelligible like any other encoded sign sys-
tem. I agree, however, with Chivite de León who indicates that Friday’s semiotic 
“creations” cannot be reduced to “our discursive practices” (85), therefore, an at-
tempt to interpret Friday’s semioticity as a form of utterance would be to deny the 
very semiotic aspect of his production. This is exactly what Susan Barton does in 
the novel. Since she cannot conceive of human existence without speech, she con-
stantly misinterprets Friday’s outbursts of the semiotic as ways of communication: 

Thus at last I could not restrain myself from varying the tune, first making one 
note into two half-notes, then changing two of the notes entirely, turning it 
into a new tune and a pretty one too, so fresh to my ear that I was sure Friday 
would follow me. But no, Friday persisted in the old tune, and the two tunes 
played together formed no pleasing counterpoint, but on the contrary jangled 
and jarred. Did Friday in truth so much as hear me, I began to wonder? I 
ceased playing, and his eyes (which were always closed when he did his flute-
playing and spinning) did not open; I blew long blasts and the lids did not so 
much as flutter. So now I knew that all the time I had stood there playing to 
Friday’s dancing, thinking he and I made a consort, he had been insensible of 
me. (97–98) 

Desperate to make Friday speak even through music, Susan adjusts to his practices 
but is disappointed to discover that Friday’s music and dancing “are to speech as 
cries and shouts are to words” (142). An interesting detail in this episode is that, 
according to Barton, it is Foe’s robes and wigs that become an impetus for Friday’s 
dancing (92). Roberts argues that such engagement with Foe’s gear, similar to Fri-
day’s appreciation of English food, reflects his inner humanity (339). Matthew 
Greenfield, on the contrary, suggests that this shows that “Friday has some intuitive 
understanding of the authority of writing and of the role of the author” (229). The 
association of metropolitan paraphernalia with humanness is rather precarious. 
Conversely, Greenfield’s standpoint leads to an important argument. In his intro-
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duction to Pierre Bourdieu’s Language and Symbolic Power, John B. Thompson em-
phasizes the connection between an individual’s power and the symbolic tools that 
help sustain this power: 

Hence the efficacy of the performative utterance presupposes a set of social 
relations, an institution, by virtue of which a particular individual, who is au-
thorized to speak and recognized as such by others, is able to speak in a way 
that others will regard as acceptable in the circumstances. It follows that the 
myriad of symbolic devices – the robes, the wigs, the ritual expressions and respect-
ful references – that accompany occasions of a more ‘formal’ or ‘official’ kind 
are not irrelevant distractions: they are the very mechanisms through which 
those who speak attest to the authority of the institution which endows them 
with the power to speak, an institution which is sustained, in part, by the 
reverence and solemnity which are de rigueur on such occasions. (9; empha-
ses added) 

Foe’s robes and wigs signify his status as an acknowledged writer whose symbolic 
power is authorized by the metropolitan public and language apparatus. It is, there-
fore, indeed true that Friday comprehends the symbolic value of Foe’s belongings. 
However, the manner in which he utilizes them is subversive. By appropriating Foe’s 
symbolic paraphernalia that betokens the symbolic systems that try to subjugate 
him, Friday utilizes it in his semiotic dance, completely ignoring Barton’s attempt 
for recognition. His mocking performance in Foe’s garment is repeated at the end 
of the novel. Many critics interpret it as a sign that Friday comes close to speech and 
entering the symbolic, but his use of writer’s robes is truly an act of neutralization 
of the symbolic: dancing as well as drawing the letter o manifest the meaningless and 
the chaotic that employs the symbolic tokens without any underlying symbolic ra-
tionale. 

Friday’s semiotic is threatening not only to the symbolic system which he inhabits 
while being in England but also to Susan Barton. As an embodiment of Barton’s 
utmost fear as a speaker, Friday’s animal-like, insensible muteness constantly looms 
over Barton’s association with the symbolic. Friday’s connection to the island and 
its maternal chora is what constitutes a true danger to Barton’s place in the symbolic 
system of the patriarchal metropole. It can be argued that Friday is to some extent 
a mirror image of Susan’s lost daughter since, throughout the novel, the woman 
sporadically remarks on Friday’s childlike quality and, overall, cares about him in a 
motherly fashion. However, when Foe “introduces” Susan Barton Jr. to Barton’s 
story, the woman can no longer be in charge of her maternal side which, according 
to Chivite de León, is a threat to her “patriarchal model of subjectivity” (104). Both 
Friday and Susan Barton Jr. come to symbolize the encroach of the semiotic which, 
together with Foe’s confessional vampirism, minimize Barton’s chance of the sym-
bolic. Therefore, the woman rejects the maternal-invoking drives “discharged” by 
Susan Jr. and Friday, thus endeavoring to “silence” not only their semiotic modes 
but also her own maternal semiotic side. Yet, paradoxically, the kind of silencing 
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Susan sees as effective in respect of Friday is not simply abandoning him in a se-
cluded forest as she does with Susan Barton Jr. but coercing Friday to speak. Never-
theless, since Susan Jr. reappears and Friday does not begin speaking, Barton re-
mains exposed to the semiotic which, arguably, overtakes her in some way as her 
substantiality and reliance on words fade away. 

For Susan, the problem, then, lies in the fact that though she has torn Friday and 
Cruso from the semiotic chora of the island, she still cannot make the former obey 
the rules of the new symbolic world that she introduced him to. Unfortunately for 
her, the various means she employs – both epistemic violence and subjectification 
discussed previously – do not remove the semiotic mark off Friday as he stays com-
pletely undisturbed by the symbolic, carrying the island’s chora inwardly. It is thus 
not until the end of the novel that it is completely clear that Friday is an embodiment 
of the island, and the hierarchical framework imagined by Barton where the island 
belongs to Cruso, and Friday, and herself are his “subjects” is artificial and unsus-
tainable. Friday’s overpowering of the substantiality proffered by Susan and Foe is 
depicted as follows: 

After a long while, so long I might even have been asleep, he [Friday] stirs 
and sighs and turns on to his side. The sound his body makes is faint and 
dry, like leaves falling over leaves. I raise a hand to his face. His teeth part. I 
press closer, and with an ear to his mouth lie waiting. At first there is nothing. 
Then, if I can ignore the beating of my own heart, I begin to hear the faintest 
faraway roar: as she said, the roar of waves in a seashell; and over that, as if 
once or twice a violin-string were touched, the whine of the wind and the cry 
of a bird. Closer I press, listening for other sounds: the chirp of sparrows, 
the thud of a mattock, the call of a voice. From his mouth, without a breath, 
issue the sounds of the island. (154; emphases added) 

In this passage narrated by an unnamed voice,22 Friday, quite literally, opens his 
mouth, which remains closed throughout Barton’s entire narrative, and emanates 
“the sounds of the island” – the nonlinguistic sounds – “the whine of the wind, 
“the roar of waves,” “the cry of a bird.” As Susan V. Gallagher notes, this episode 
manifests the moment when “Friday’s silence is broken” (189). Truly, Friday’s 
mouth opens and gives way to the stream of sounds, but this is not yet the kind of 
articulation that is demanded from him throughout the novel. The “semantically 
barren” island which carries “semiotic motility” and produces only “social orphans” 
(Chivite de León 93), negates the importance of history with its structural and con-
sistent confessions formed out of words. Rather the opposite is the case, instead of 

 
22  There are many contrasting readings of Chapter IV of Foe especially regarding the narrator’s per-

sona. Marco Caracciolo posits that the speaker is the reader seeking to reveal the meaning of the 
story (96). Maureen Nicholson believes it to be the voice of Coetzee himself (qtd. in Gallagher 
189); Nina Auerbach considers it to belong to Susan Barton (qtd. in Gallagher 189), while Susan 
V. Gallagher characterizes it as an unidentified “voice of the poetic imagination” (189). 
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the awaited linguistic confession, he produces “the roar of waves,” and in lieu of 
submitting to the system of the symbolic, he emits “the whine of the wind,” ulti-
mately coalescing with the semiotic drive and together producing the indecipherable 
uproar of the island’s maternal chora. Notably, this occurs after Barton’s death which 
symbolizes the literal silencing of her voice at the end of the novel. Like the seashell, 
Friday carries through his semiotic resonance across the story of another to emit it 
safely after the danger of misrepresentation, subjectification, and the symbolic pos-
sibly disappears. 

Friday can, therefore, be interpreted as a guardian of the island’s “knowledge” or 
“anti- knowledge” through which the island survives. As remarked earlier, the island 
is devoid of structure and is autonomous, it is itself an agent of its own “story” that 
receives the body through Friday. In his interview “Autobiography and Confession” 
with David Attwell, Coetzee declares that “Friday is body,” which, though mute, 
does not disappear because of its corporeality (248). Thus, although all three charac-
ters are rescued by the merchantman the John Hobart and leave the island for Eng-
land, the island does not perish from the narrative completely when the discursive 
setting is changed. This happens because the island survives through the body of 
Friday. The body of Friday obstructs the practice of epistemic violence, subjectifi-
cation, and the symbolic as the novel closes with Friday’s “story” of the island, related 
in his manner that evokes the true sounds of the island. 

One might argue that this concludes Susan Barton’s one-sided quest for sub-
stantiality which depends on Friday’s transition to the symbolic. The semiotic seems 
to outlive the fragile substantiality of Barton’s and Foe’s symbolic order and effec-
tively nullify both the epistemic violence inscribed in the working of the symbolic 
that, much like subjectification, serves the system of language, and the metropole 
by seeking out new “converts.” However, even with Friday’s victory over Barton’s 
intrusion, the last section of the novel also casts a shadow on the ultimate semiotic 
victory of the island since the section features an unnamed mediator who renders 
the sounds of the island into an actual language, the language of the metropole. 

Conflict with Language in Wide Sargasso Sea: Liminal Space between 
Periphery and Metropole 

Similar to that in Foe, the power struggle between the symbolic and the semiotic in 
Wide Sargasso Sea takes place within the framework of language apparatus and sub-
jectification. In her essay “Unquiet Ghosts: The Struggle for Representation in Jean 
Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea,” Mona Fayad remarks that language is of a “phallocratic” 
nature, and as a result of this, “the reality of woman must necessarily be defined 
only by her relationship to the phallus, to the One” (440). According to Fayad, An-
toinette’s relationship with language is problematic already early on in the novel, 
which is exemplified by the scene where she tries to reshape the reality of seeing 
the dead horse by not speaking about it (440). On the one hand, the episode demon-
strates that she recognizes the symbolic power of language (Fayad 440), but on the 
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other hand, it is indicative of Antoinette’s misconstruction of the symbolic, and fail-
ure to detect its functions and limitations. This, then, can be symptomatic of Antoi-
nette’s association with the semiotic. 

First of all, the semiotic manifests itself spatially. Critics have diverse viewpoints 
on its “exact” location in the novel, but it is commonly accepted that it represents 
the West Indies rather than England. Fayad, for instance, places the chora in Coulibri, 
an Edenic maternal place that Antoinette desires to revert to (449). The space of the 
semiotic, however, seems to encompass more than Coulibri since Antoinette’s at-
tachment to “the place” – which Rochester, on the contrary, detests – extends to the 
monastery, as remarked by Fayad, as well as to Granbois. In contrast to her limited 
grasp of the symbolic, Antoinette demonstrates a more robust understanding of the 
semiotic, particularly, of chora as her description of it coincides with Kristeva’s “in-
different” and “enigmatic” semiotic: 

‘You are quite mistaken,’ she said. ‘It [the place] is not for you and not for 
me. It has nothing to do with either of us. That is why you are afraid of it, 
because it is something else. I found that out long ago when I was a child. I 
loved it because I had nothing else to love, but it is as indifferent as this God you 
call on so often.’ (82–83; emphasis added) 

The semiotic chora in Rhys’s novel, like in Foe, is mirrored through the island’s nat-
ural elements, as for example, the following passage depicts an erratic pattern of the 
island’s “music” that Rochester finds alien: “It was often raining when I woke dur-
ing the night, a light capricious shower, dancing playful rain, or hushed muted, grow-
ing louder, more persistent, more powerful, an inexorable sound. But always music, 
a music I had never heard before” (56; emphasis added). Notably, it is thus an unfamiliarity 
of the semiotic that triggers Rochester’s paranoia described in chapter three of this 
study. 

It is implied in the novel that Antoinette’s language reflects some qualities of the 
island’s semiotic. For example, Antoinette’s emotional outburst during her fight 
with Rochester bears similar mercurial elements to that of the island’s semiotic de-
picted above, as her style of expression rapidly shifts from crying to singing “in a 
hoarse voice” (95). However, prior to this, Antoinette pursues the idea of becoming 
a subject of the metropole and thus turns to Christophine for guidance. As one of 
the most perceptive characters in the novel, Christophine seems to recognize that 
Antoinette possesses a semiotic mode of expression, which is why she recommends 
her to adopt a symbolic modality instead when she confesses to Rochester: 

Speak to your husband calm and cool, tell him about your mother and all what 
happened at Coulibri and why she get [sic] sick and what they do [sic] to her. 
Don’t bawl at the man and don’t make crazy faces. Don’t cry either. Crying 
[sic] no good with him. Speak nice and make him understand.’ (73) 

Here, Christophine, first of all, demonstrates her accurate understanding of subjec-
tification: she advises Antoinette to confess to the symbolic subject in power so that 
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she can attain the subject position herself. However, it is not so much an act of 
confession that Christophine underlines as central but the form in which it should 
be delivered. In short, Christophine suggests that Antoinette ought to mimic Roch-
ester’s symbolic mode and speak to him “calm and cool” because only this symbolic 
form of confession will ensure that he “understands” it. On the contrary, the con-
tent of the confession seems to be of less importance. Albeit Christophine is a self-
sufficient character who defeats Rochester’s masculine gaze, during the years spent 
in slavery, she has undoubtedly learned the power of mimicry; hence, Antoinette’s 
description of Christophine: “though she could speak good English if she wanted to, 
and French as well as patois, she took care to talk as they [black Jamaican women] 
talked” (7). Antoinette, contrarily, encounters problems with mimicry perhaps be-
cause of her emotionally distant mother – the topic that has been extensively ad-
dressed by critics – as well as due to her insensitivity to racial identities, which is 
discussed in an earlier chapter. Thus, as remarked previously, during her negotia-
tions with her husband, she mimics the “wrong” voice, mainly that of Christophine, 
who is the Other to the metropole.23 

Antoinette’s inability to conform to the expectations of the metropole is fol-
lowed by the punishment, in particular, she is banished to the liminal space between 
the semiotic and the symbolic. As mentioned above, the semiotic is based on its 
spatiality, on chora. Thus, being brought to England, Antoinette is made to leave the 
gravitational field of the island’s feminine chora and be placed in an indefinite space 
of the dark attic – an idiosyncratic limbo located between England and the West 
Indies. As Antoinette herself remarks: “They tell me I am in England but I don’t 
believe them. We lost our way to England. … This cardboard house where I walk at 
night is not England” (117–118). Furthermore, it can be argued that the dark attic is 
not only an attempt to punish Antoinette but to keep the semiotic far away from 
the thetic, or in other words, to ensure that the symbolic order of the English house-
hold is not disrupted by the chaos that the West Indian woman might bring. 

Part Three of the novel revolves around Antoinette’s instinctive yearning to 
cross the Atlantic Ocean and spatially reunite with the maternal chora of the island. 
Although physical reunification is not possible, some objects, like Antoinette’s red 
dress, trigger the memory of the semiotic, which foreshadows its return at the end 
of the novel. Antoinette can be thus compared to Friday in the sense that both 
characters’ semiotic is “unlocked” through the trope of clothing. In other words, 
Antoinette rekindles her memory of the semiotic by reclaiming her red dress. 

What most critics overlook when analyzing Part Three is that Antoinette suc-
cumbs to the punishment voluntarily. In a sense, a refusal to acknowledge that her 
departure from the feminine space of the West Indies to a larger extent is her own 
choice means to erase Antoinette’s subjectivity on the level of literary criticism. Her 
motives regarding this decision, at first glance, seem to be ambiguous: on the one 

 
23  Antoinette asks Rochester “You frightened?” (Rhys 82), mimicking Christophine’s earlier mock-

ery of Antoinette’s fear of the obeah: “So already you frightened eh?” (74). 
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hand, it is possible that she still truly believes that she can attain the symbolic in 
England, on the other hand, however, she might be influenced by what Freud calls 
the “death drive,” a desire for self-annihilation. “A dominant ‘destructive wave’”, 
such a characterization gives Kristeva to the death drive (28), is caused by the yearn-
ing for a reunification with the maternal chora, as well as the desire for the (re-)- 
creation of the subjectivity. Antoinette’s inner death drive is remarked by Elisabeth 
Bronfen who also characterizes the woman as the “agent of the death drive” or “a 
sadistic impulse turned outward with an emphasis on … extreme vengeance and 
passion” (221). It can, therefore, be argued that it is precisely the death drive that 
prevents Antoinette from fleeing with Sandi and staying in Jamaica. 

The power dynamic between the semiotic and the symbolic is not simply a con-
stant oppression of one by the other; rather it is a process that is also able to create 
new meanings and subjectivities. Therefore, Antoinette’s decision to leave the chora 
may be interpreted as an attempt of the semiotic to create a new subjectivity through 
figurative silence rather than language. In other words, if Antoinette decided to stay 
in the West Indies with Sandi, it is highly unlikely that she would have received the 
desired subjectivity since she would have been situated within the same patriarchal 
structure, only less oppressive and not as violent. She, therefore, intuitively goes away 
from the chora – at the same protecting herself by silence from being “read” by Roch-
ester – in order to create a semiotic subjectivity in the space where the creation of 
meanings through language is denied. 

The final scene of the book depicts the rupture of the semiotic through the thetic: 
the fire breaks away from the attic to consume what Arnold E. Davidson charac-
terizes as Rochester’s “quintessential Englishness” represented by Thornfield Hall 
(qtd. in Fayad 450). 

Through the self-annihilation Antoinette, therefore, reinstitutes her self as well 
as immolates the symbolic boundaries of false subjectivities promised by the sym-
bolic. Despite Antoinette’s suicide, Rhys’s novel, as well as Mona Fayad’s famous 
essay, concludes with the invocation of hope, a promise of a new beginning. In the 
last chapter of my analysis, I explore this aspect of reincarnation in more detail. 

Semiotic and Symbolic in A Harlot’s Progress 

Feminine Chora and Oedipal Bond 

The selected texts have been so far analyzed through the prism of strict binary op-
positions: the periphery versus metropole, feminine versus patriarchal, silence ver-
sus language. The relationship between the semiotic and the symbolic also automat-
ically presupposes the binary opposition, the struggle for power and domination 
between two antithetical forces. Albeit arguably, the protagonists of previous nov-
els, Antoinette and Friday, can be located within a single modality: Friday is com-
pletely inaccessible to the symbolic, while Antoinette is refused a symbolic identity. 
However, in David Dabydeen’s A Harlot’s Progress, the borders between the semiotic 
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and the symbolic, as well as that of Africa and England are deliberately dismantled 
and confused. This distinctive feature of Dabydeen’s work is highlighted by a num-
ber of scholars, for example, Elizabeth K. Wallace poses a central question about 
the disruption of binary oppositions in A Harlot’s Progress: “what if the “truth” is not 
simply the opposite of an “untruth,” or speech not simply the opposite of silence?” 
(236). As Wallace continues, Dabydeen’s novel is not simply a single “story to be 
told, but a series of messy, overlapping narratives in which competing voices still 
struggle for dominance” (237). Among Mungo’s manifold stories and voices, there 
is a story without articulation, an idiosyncratic silenced embedded narrative of fe-
male voices which conveys the semiotic. 

Unlike in the previous novels, it is difficult to locate the chora of the semiotic 
geographically because Mungo’s African village and England are parallel to each 
other, they are “one and yet not one” (108). As Leila Kamali remarks, the novel 
produces “an excess of parallels, and an excess of signification, in which, eventually, 
the inconclusively remembered Africa, and England itself, begin to mirror one an-
other” (259). The parallelism is primarily reflected in the symbolic ideologies that 
pervade both the English and African social fabric. In particular, it is the patriarchal 
law that becomes a common denominator between the two locations. In Mungo’s 
native village, women are subjected to cruel patriarchal rules that regulate their 
reproductive capabilities. For example, when women cannot fulfill their reproduc-
tive duties or are defined as such due to their age, they are exiled to the wilderness. 
In England, patriarchal economic oppression permeates all classes: from Moll and 
Betty who are destined to make a living by either prostitution or theft, to Lady 
Montague whose “stultifying domesticity” results in insanity (Wallace 248). Thus, 
the female narrative in the novel is not homogenous: it incorporates the stories of 
the women from Mungo’s village who are doubly enslaved, first, by their male mas-
ters in Africa, and then by English slavers, as well as that of English women who 
become victims of the patriarchal commercial culture. 

The semiotic in the novel is, therefore, not characteristic of the cultural or racial 
periphery but of that of the feminine one. The difficulty of locating the chora geo-
graphically in the novel reflects not only the challenge of identifying a homogenous 
female space but also the possible absence of such a space in a strictly patriarchal 
world in general. Alternatively, one might argue that there can be identified a couple 
of such feminine loci, such as the wilderness where the banished women are com-
pelled to create a kind of a community and Mr Gideon’s “stable” where he treats 
women with venereal diseases. These spaces are located on the periphery of their 
respective societies, signifying decay and danger, rather than being idealistic Edenic 
places such as those mentioned in the previous subchapters on Wide Sargasso Sea 
and Foe. Perhaps it is the banishment to the wilderness along with the widows that 
brings Mungo nearer to the comprehension of the female suffering and, as a result, 
to the semiotic. However, regardless of the interpretation, the semiotic is dispersed, 
encompassing a range of experiences, races, and classes but never coalescing into a 
uniform locus that has a “gravitational” influence on its members. In other words, 
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in comparison to previous chorae, the semiotic spaces in Dabydeen’s novel are sin-
gular spaces of suffering that are created as a result of harmful patriarchal practices 
rather than arising naturally. 

As remarked above, Mungo is connected to the semiotic because he inhabits the 
same spaces as the marginalized women, which compels him to partly share their 
affliction. However, another reason which might explain why he occasionally re-
sembles the semiotic is his Oedipal attachment to his mother. During the entire 
novel, Mungo is on a tacit quest to discover his mother’s body. In the wilderness, 
Mungo is surrounded by widows among whom there is Rima, the banished woman 
who takes care of him, and who is “sparse or plentiful with stories” (27). Rima, who 
haunts Mungo by the “native melody of her voice” (27), is one of Mungo’s “moth-
ers” who  

died at the very moment she gendered me, and all my life in England I have 
sought to remake her from the glimpses I have had of women’s nakedness. 
It was not prurience which made me peep at Moll’s sleeping form, as you will 
come to hear, but a fitful yearning for my mother’s form, one cloaked in the gloom 
of time past. (45; emphasis added) 

Reflecting the style of Mungo’s narration, his vision of his mother(s) is fractured, 
and impossible to delineate. Like Rima’s unsuccessful drawings of Mungo’s birth 
mother on earth, which are “dispersed” by the wind (41), the image of Mungo’s 
mother is elusive. Unable to create a uniform portrait of a motherly figure, Mungo 
projects the absent maternal body on almost every female body he encounters, re-
ferring to each woman from his village whose body he remembers, “Ellar, and Baju, 
and Onya, and Sanu,” as a mother (261). Soon, in Mungo’s imagination, the wo-
men’s bodies become reflections of each other: 

I recollect nothing precise but her [Rima’s] ferocious and salivating visage, 
though in moment of uncertainty she resembled what I have dreamt of my 
mother since I first set sight on Moll: a firm-breasted woman doomed to 
wastage and disease. … And she [Rima] looks upon me in her famished arms, 
wanting to devour me. And I look up to see Moll’s ruined face, like an ala-
baster bust of classical times weathered by the rude handling of vandals and 
auctioneers. (40–41) 

Here, Rima’s face suddenly becomes Moll’s face. Although the two women certainly 
have many physical differences, the passage suggests that their similarity is evoked 
by the fact that their condition is a result of patriarchal oppression and physical 
decline. 

As becomes evident by the end of the novel, Mungo’s birth mother is most mir-
rored in Moll. Like Mungo’s biological mother, Moll is silent and prefers a gestural 
“rhythmic” language to words. To compare, Mungo’s mother is mute, but she 
“speaks” with her fingers. Especially during Mungo’s birth, “her hands were a tu-
mult of emotions” as she “lay on the ground screaming, not in sound, but in crazed 
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fluttering of her fingers” (37). Moreover, Mungo recounts that other women in the 
tribe adopt his mother’s language by beginning to communicate and signal through 
it to each other about danger, such as when their assigned male masters are inclined 
to physically abuse them. However, the most significant detail is that Mungo’s 
mother, who usually “spoke very little with her hands” (37), becomes a true story-
teller recounting the tribe’s origin while giving birth to Mungo. These details suggest 
that the semiotic is, of course, not simply evidence of silencing, but a productive 
means through which the women can both express their suffering and become nar-
rators of something as fundamental as the myth of the tribe’s origin. 

Another similarity between Moll and Mungo’s birth mother is that their bodies 
are both heavily concealed by clothes. As a votary to a deity, Mungo’s birth mother, 
for instance, is “veiled from head to toe and sworn to absolute silence” (37). Ac-
cording to Mungo, Moll, too, differs from other women in Mr Gideon’s hut “in 
covering herself from head to toe with a blanket” (266). Moll’s blanket evokes her 
appearance in Plate 5 of Hogarth’s original series which depicts her death. Accord-
ing to one of the versions of Mungo’s mother’s fate, she dies while giving birth to 
Mungo and having her body fully veiled. Upon deeper examination, clothing, how-
ever, might be one of the few details that marks these two seemingly mirroring char-
acters as different. Particularly, Moll’s decision to wear the blanket is voluntary, 
while Mungo’s unnamed birth mother is likely made to wear the veil, through which 
she is identified as a votary in the village, by men. In the case of Moll, by choosing 
to be covered in a blanket, Moll refuses to wear the symbolic attributes that help 
categorize and locate her in the patriarchal symbolic system which she used to in-
habit. From this perspective, Moll resembles Friday who also comprehends the sig-
nificance of clothing, albeit the manner in which he deals with it is different. Daby-
deen also observes the significance of clothing for the symbolic system of the English 
society of that period. In his analysis of Hogarth’s paintings, he writes, for example, 
that, in Plate 2, Moll as well as Mungo, are dressed artificially: “From her [Moll’s] 
simple, natural appearance in Plate 1 she is now the sophisticated mistress of the 
wealthy Jewish merchant” (Dabydeen, Hogarth’s Blacks 113). Through their garment, 
both figures thus replicate “their aristocratic superiors” (Dabydeen, Hogarth’s Blacks 
128). In this way, Moll’s wish to be dressed in the blanket in the novel is a protest 
against being forced into mimicry of the upper-class society – an action deemed as 
inevitable and expected from a woman of her profession and class. 

Such discrepancy between the two women’s “reflections” indicates that 
Mungo’s unconscious parallelism is, of course, an illusion provoked by his Oedipal 
longing for the “unveiled” maternal body. The tragic scene that illustrates this desire 
is depicted in Part Five of the book. In particular, Ellar discloses that the unnamed 
boy who attempts to reunite with his mother’s fractured body – an aftermath of a 
strong storm and chains – is Mungo himself: “Can’t you remember how you 
stretched and stretched to touch but your hands were chained? Don’t you remem-
ber the long and futile wailing that came from your mouth, stilling our pain and even 
the ship’s shrieking?” (122). By stretching his hands toward the parts of his mother’s 
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body, Mungo tries to reunite with the maternal in order to rediscover homogeneity, 
integrity. One can even suggest that Mungo is driven by the desire to be returned, 
regressed to the womb, to use Luce Irigaray’s idea inversely (140),24 in order to re-
turn to the state that preceded his birth into the curse that destroyed the tribe. In 
other words, Mungo desires to return to the pre-symbolic, pre-Oedipal stage to be 
fused with the maternal body. This radically sets Mungo apart from the men in the 
previous novels, such as Rochester, who according to Fayad, is afraid of being assim-
ilated with the feminine (444). The Oedipal desire conceals the yearning for regress-
ing to the semiotic state, the state prior to the identification as male, and the associ-
ation with the suffering produced by patriarchal societal structures. It is, therefore, 
unwillingly that Mungo “becomes a man” by poisoning the dying women who are 
under his care in Mr Gideon’s hut: “I have reduced them [women] to silence, even I 
am shocked by what I had done to them. I will give my own life to hear them speak, 
even if to condemn me” (260). Both the physical killing as well as ignoring of 
women’s individuality and, therefore, the individuality of their suffering, as exem-
plified by Mungo’s false parallelism above, are what partly silence the women’s 
voices apart from the merciless patriarchal systems. 

Remarkably, Mungo does not, or rather, cannot render the female voice by him-
self. In particular, the majority of the stories about women’s experiences that he re-
counts are originally Rima’s or belonging to other women. Mungo, for instance, re-
tells what Rima has told him about women’s routine in the village and in the wilder-
ness. He even recounts his mother’s story who discloses the origins of the tribe with 
her fingers. But Mungo only narrates these stories because he heard them from 
another woman who recounted them to him using language. Without mediation, 
Mungo is unable to decipher the female nonverbal voice. This is evident, in partic-
ular, in the scene where he has a fight with Moll after his failed attempt to educate 
her of the ways of the Ancients. During the confrontation, Mungo attempts to pro-
voke Moll to start speaking by using derogatory language in Latin to which Moll first 
responds by withdrawing her hands from Mungo’s sight “as if she understood the 
violence of [Mungo’s] speech” (268). However, as Mungo persists with his insults, 
Moll ultimately reacts with “the broken signatures she made in the air” (268). Mungo 
continues: “She willed me to understand, but I could not. She strained so much that 
I expected her to burst into speech, but after a while she grew exhausted by the 
effort” (268). Notably, the offensive phrase Mungo uses – “Pedicabo te et ir-
rumabo”25 – is a modified version of the first line of Catullus’s obscene poem that 
contains a sexual threat. The poem is considered to be a manifestation of the de-
structive and toxic masculinity, as Thomas Nelson Winter writes,  

 
24  Here, I refer to the “ban upon returning, regressing to the womb” (Irigaray 140). 
25  See Robert Sklenář’s “Poetic Autobiography and Literary Polemic in Catullus 16” (2018) for a 

translation of Catullus’s original version. 
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Catullus and his contemporaries believed a man could do almost anything 
sexually and remain respectable, so long as he stayed within the masculine 
role. Thus Catullus’ insistence on his own propriety and on his potent man-
hood is all one. Catullus is a proper man. (261) 

Mungo’s choice of this verse and author is deliberate, he asserts his masculinity and 
dominance over Moll, whom he renamed Ceres in a Greek fashion. Therefore, from 
this position, he cannot decipher Moll’s rhythmic gestural response. Despite his con-
siderable efforts to decode Moll’s nonverbal message, it remains incomprehensible 
to him. 

Wallace notes that “Mungo internalizes the message that, as a man, he bears the 
responsibility for patriarchy” (248). Although Mungo does not intend to exploit 
women as most of the men in the novel tend to do, his experience is different from 
that of the women. This once again points at the issue of representation that Mungo 
himself recognizes: “So the women trusted Mr Hogarth, but I doubted him as I had 
doubted myself” (272). What is more, this is a problem that David Dabydeen him-
self confronts in his writing. As an author, Dabydeen acknowledges an inherent 
deficiency, almost impossibility of an attempt to render the experience of the en-
slaved by giving it a voice in the text. Despite his ancestral connection to slavery, 
Dabydeen exhibits a problematic relationship with his own “ancestral communities 
that he feels destined to misrepresent, simply because, while he is strongly motivated 
by the desire to preserve their speech, his own experience is something quite differ-
ent from theirs” (Kamali 248). In one of his interviews, Dabydeen confesses the 
following: 

I encountered the slave past in two ways. One was just by growing up in a 
kind of plantation environment, where, whilst the African Guyanese no 
longer cut cane, they are there – in terms of being buried in the cane fields 
there are Black ghosts, Black jumbies. So it’s there because it’s the cane expe-
rience, it’s the parent experience. But then also through study. (“Interview 
with David Dabydeen” 201; emphasis added) 

Similar to Dabydeen, Mungo must “give voice” not only to the ghosts of his African 
tribe but to the white silenced women and separately to black enslaved women: a 
responsibility which he partly evades by often refusing to render their “speech” by 
means of an actual language. From this perspective, one might argue that Dabydeen, 
like Coetzee, might silence the voices of the marginalized by rendering them “sa-
credly” mute, inscrutable. While it is a disputable standpoint and it is beyond the 
scope of this paper to delve deeper into this topic, it is clear that some of the semiotic 
utterances in A Harlot’s Progress are not liable to interpretation and literary analysis. 
Moll certainly wills Mungo to comprehend the meaning of her gestures, however, 
neither Mungo nor a reader is able to translate them. Thus, while the semiotic might 
help preserve certain meanings, or “non-meanings” as in the case of Friday, it may 
also proliferate silencing. 
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Subversion of the Patriarchal Symbolic 

Although Mungo is often incapable of rendering the female semiotic, as mentioned 
above, he “inherits” some of its traits from the women who surround him. Addi-
tionally, Mungo’s mark on the forehead, referred to as “the sign of evil,” also seems 
to distinguish him from other men which to some extent endows him with the fem-
inine. There is a degree of patriarchal anxiety that Mungo’s sign provokes among 
the men of the tribe as the threat of “sterility” allegedly encoded in it certainly aligns 
Mungo with the women incapable of reproduction. In accordance with the proph-
ecy, Mungo’s birth ultimately leads to the tribe’s destruction and the subsequent ab-
sorption of its patriarchal order by a more powerful structure represented by the 
white slavers. However, as the novel seems to suggest, with the downfall of the 
African village, the prophecy is only partly fulfilled since Mungo continues to pose a 
threat to patriarchal societies, in particular, to that of England. 

In Dabydeen’s novel, the figure of Captain Thistlewood seems to serve as an 
embodiment of patriarchal masculinity. As the leader of the slave vessel, he is in 
charge of both sailors, as well as the enslaved Africans who are “entrusted” into “his 
care and husbandry” (50). Possessing “manly strength” (102), Captain is seen to be 
“the most mature of slavers, keeping scrupulous distance between his reason and his 
actions” (111). Explicitly portrayed as a paragon of rational and patriotic masculin-
ity, Thistlewood seems to undergo a Hogarthian “progress” from an exceptionally 
masculine subject of the metropole, “the impenetrable penetrator” (Butler 23), to a 
radically effeminate figure. As implied by Mungo himself, this transformation hap-
pens as a result of Thistlewood’s affection and sexual desire toward Mungo, which is 
evident already early on in the novel: 

‘You cannot know whereof I speak,’ he said after a while, the fierceness of 
his appearance waning. He lowered his head, and his hair hung tenderly over 
his face, like a woman’s. All roughness was removed from his voice as he told 
me in hesitant confession of the nature of his fantasy. He twirled his forefinger 
in his hair in a feminine motion. (68) 

In this passage, which brims with feminine imagery, the events still unfold on the 
slave ship, and Thistlewood is in the “early stages” of his transformation into a 
woman. Here, he is depicted as a delicate, stereotypically feminine-like figure with 
a noticeably fading, hesitant voice. The detail of the voice is especially important 
since it reflects how Captain is being gradually silenced due to his transformation 
into a woman. Ultimately, the novel demonstrates how Thistlewood “deteriorates” 
into the state of the “witch”: 

The odd tradesman who serves him with candlewax or tobacco reports a 
creature overgrown with hair. His eyes are lowered as he addresses you in the 
modest voice of a woman. The more superstitious of his neighbors speak of 
him as a witch, and only his reputation as one of England’s formidable sea-
captains, a true patriot in the service commerce, save him from harm. (113) 
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The novel, thus, ironically explores the fragility of the seemingly solid gender roles 
which can be easily deconstructed and overturned. Notably, once on the side of the 
feminine, Captain is seen as prone to being physically abused but his previous con-
tribution to the symbolic system ensures his safety. Thistlewood’s “progress” is also 
reflective of how the public imagination of the patriarchal society constructs the 
stages of femininity starting from a figure of a tender, seductive temptress who ul-
timately evolves into a “creature” and a “witch”. Notably, the same “degradation” is 
observed to take place in Wide Sargasso Sea. Mona Fayad remarks that Antoinette is 
first seen by Rochester as a submissive, naїve “girl with the sad eyes” who is later 
transformed into a “woman with the wild eyes”, a fallen woman who uses witchcraft 
to make Rochester abandon his sanity (445–446). Thus, by depicting Thistlewood’s 
almost caricature-like regression into a witch, Dabydeen demonstrates the metro-
politan society’s, including Rochester’s, anxiety regarding the prospect of emascu-
lation. In this way, Mungo, too, resembles Antoinette as his semiotic is indirectly 
interpreted as witchcraft enabled by the “evil sign” on his forehead. 

Returning to the topic of voice, Mungo’s “castration” of Captain Thistlewood 
culminates in depriving him of the core of his masculinity – his speech. According 
to Mungo, after he “came to possess” Captain by yielding to him, “the coinage of 
his [Thistlewood’s] speech became rare, when once it dwelt only on matters of 
trade” (112). First of all, such “silencing” of the symbolic exemplifies the reversal 
of the roles between the two modalities. According to Kristeva’s theory, the sym-
bolic is the mode responsible for “castration” since the entry into the symbolic realm 
– the realm of language – occurs after the separation from the semiotic, which is 
experienced as castration (Kristeva 47). During the symbolic castration, an individ-
ual acquires language and separates from the maternal body, discovering a symbolic 
identity (Kristeva 47). As shown by the power dynamic between Mungo and This-
tlewood, the semiotic takes the place of the symbolic in terms of castration and al-
most reverses Thistlewood to the stage preceding speech. Henceforth, it would be, 
however, inaccurate to consider Thistlewood as semiotic since his “degradation” 
into an effeminate creature is an ironic reference to the patriarchal fear of femininity 
that pervades the English eighteenth-century landscape rather than a true reversion 
to the semiotic. In addition, while some women in the novel are often able to con-
vert their silence into a productive or expressive “rhythmic” language of gestures, 
Thistlewood’s silence does not undergo a similar transformation. 

After the emasculation of Thistlewood, the disruption of the metropolitan pa-
triarchal law occurs also in the household of Lord and Lady Montague. Mungo rec-
ognizes early on that Lady Montague’s position is similar to that of other women, 
particularly, that she also experiences oppression: “she is a woman like my mother, 
like Rima, and all others, who are sent away from view by the order of men” (184). 
Interestingly, unlike Moll and Rima, Lady Montague does not reciprocate Mungo’s 
mother-seeking gaze: “I can’t seek in her eyes my mother’s child … . I crave for her 
to look at me so I can see how I reflect in her eyes and can then talk out my true 
name” (184). Indeed, as previously mentioned, for Lady Montague, Mungo seems 
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to represent a part of decorum. Being given to her as an “exotic” gift from her 
husband, Mungo is dehumanized and seen as a replacement for Lady Montague’s 
deceased pet monkey. By the design of Lord Montague, Mungo is, therefore, to be 
schooled by his wife who “would soften his stiffness and angularity, as she had sof-
tened the monkey’s claw in honey” (200). However, the opposite seems to be the 
case since upon Mungo’s arrival, Lady Montague begins to show signs of “hysteria”. 
Instead of educating Mungo on Petrarch and Italian poetry, she desires to hear him 
read Mr Gideon’s letters of recommendation from other patients, which form an 
idiosyncratic type of poetry characterized by “the rhythms of sickness and salva-
tion” (230). 

Lady Montague’s “sickness” and her inability to return a maternal gaze at Mungo 
are inextricably linked. First of all, unlike other women in the novel, Lady Montague 
is raised and protected by the symbolic patriarchal realm because her Otherness as 
a woman is “softened” early on in her childhood. Being herself schooled “in the 
language and manners of the Ancients”, Lady Montague sees in Mungo/Perseus 
not a reflection of a child but of her own self (187). Like Lady Montague, Mungo is 
destined to receive the knowledge that would confine him to a certain place in this 
symbolic realm, while, at the same time, precluding him from employing it outside 
of the rules of decorum. Mungo’s mirroring decorative presence thus becomes an 
impetus for the woman’s insanity. The realization of the futility of her own position 
might, therefore, be considered an answer to the question asked by one of Mungo’s 
ghosts: “What was it about you that so moved her to self-disgust?” (252). Thus, 
from the former English upper-class household that “was marked by a quiet effi-
ciency, a quiet undertaking of duties” is left no trace when Lord Montague returns 
(176). 

It is apparent that Lord Montague’s household is a representation of England’s 
symbolic power. Mungo’s disruption of its order can be seen as the semiotic pene-
tration of the metropolitan symbolic – the sacred territory of the patriarchal law, 
which is forbidden for entry and secured “from the foul and the foreign by Law and 
Religion and Language and Title, and Moat and Castle Wall and the King’s Militia” 
(185). Notably, the trope of the taboo domain is also evoked in relation to Africa 
through the image of the katran bush – the prohibited place – which Mungo, ac-
cording to one of the versions of his banishment, enters. Thus, although Mungo is 
mostly seen as a Christ-figure, his archetype is more that of an Eve, the transgressor, 
and the purveyor of chaos. Instead of yielding to the symbolic, he, together with 
Mr Gideon, “unsexes” Lord Montague’s wife, penetrates the thetic, and “infect[s] all 
of them” with the semiotic (245). Mungo frees Lady Montague from the constraints 
of her feminine domestic identity to such an extent that when Lord Montague 
brings her stereotypically feminine gifts of a fashionable parasol and a book of 
French recipes, she is bewildered and confused. 

The subversion of the symbolic is also achieved through the reduction of Lady 
Montague’s speech to unintelligible noises. As Mungo confesses, Lady Montague’s 
language “once of the High Latin of the Ancients, is now gurgle. She gurgle [sic] at 
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me and make [sic] silly faces” (240). Similar to that of Captain Thistlewood, Lady 
Montague is exempted from her symbolic expression, which is now reduced to the 
semiotic inscrutability. 

Death Drive and Reincarnation 

A Harlot’s Progress and Wide Sargasso Sea present two female figures with similar des-
tinies. In particular, the demise of Moll Hackabout is reminiscent of Antoinette Cos-
way’s suicide. As discussed earlier, Antoinette’s drive toward self-annihilation helps 
her create the semiotic subjectivity through silence and escape from the suffocating 
“cardboard house” provided by Rochester. Moll, too, exhibits the semiotic death 
drive in the final section of the novel as she desires to end her existence, which is 
defined and plundered by the patriarchal presence and commercialism. Their agen-
cies represented by the death drive notwithstanding, women cannot be considered 
fully freed as they are both silenced at the end of their texts. 

The similarities between the women are inscribed in the novels’ details. Firstly, 
both Antoinette and Moll are monitored by their respective overseers – Grace Poole 
and Mungo. The two of them have different approaches and opinions regarding the 
prospects of their care receivers; while Grace Poole regards Antoinette as being 
“too far gone to be helped” (Rhys 121), Mungo, in contrast, exerts his utmost effort 
to revive Moll’s spirits. However, neither Grace Poole’s indifference nor Mungo’s 
attention can revert the women’s desire to perish, which is also reflected in their 
abstinence from food. Mungo, for example, confesses that Moll fasts and consumes 
only the substances which resemble poison, thus “hastening her passage to death” 
(269). Comparably, Antoinette refuses the food offered by Poole (Rhys 121).  

Secondly, the final chapters of both novels feature similar male figures whose 
presence, albeit indirectly, might have precipitated the women’s decline. Particularly, 
Mr Hogarth’s sudden appearance evokes an unfortunate visit of Antoinette by her 
stepbrother Richard Mason. The similarity between Hogarth and Mason lies in the 
fact that both men enter the women’s retreats as saviors. Hogarth is first perceived 
by Moll and other women as someone who would listen to and acknowledge their 
stories; this prospect thus miraculously rekindles women’s zeal for life. Meanwhile, 
Richard Mason’s arrival also provides a faint chance for Antoinette to gain freedom. 
The perfunctory appearance of Hogarth and Mason is indicative of male powerless-
ness in the face of the patriarchal law. Richard Mason, for example, refuses to trans-
gress the rules of the system as he confesses that he cannot “interfere legally” be-
tween Antoinette and her husband (Rhys 119–120). Simultaneously, Hogarth en-
deavors to capture the reality of the women so as to compel society to take notice 
of their deplorable state caused by the metropole’s commercial culture. Instead of 
inducing a social change, however, his drawings reduce the women to “lice-ridden 
carnal hags” doomed to disease and pornography, merely engendering the voyeur-
istic fascination of the viewers (Dabydeen, A Harlot’s Progress 272). As Mungo re-
marks, during the sessions, the women “should have kept quiet when Mr Hogarth 
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enquired of us” (277). Here, he likely refers to the procedure of posing for the draw-
ings which requires a model not to move. However, considering the findings eluci-
dated in the previous chapters, it is clear that Hogarth, like Rochester, asks questions 
without expecting an answer. Likewise, Richard Mason is unable, and likely unwill-
ing, to offer any concrete assistance to Antoinette.  

Although through her death Antoinette reclaims her subjectivity, and Moll is 
released from her ruined body, it would be fallacious to argue that they redeem their 
voices. In other words, while the autonomy with which they are driven to death im-
plies that they are not “killed into a “perfect” image” of themselves but manifest 
their will and protest against oppression (Gilbert and Gubar 15), they are still ulti-
mately silenced by their demise. 

Yet, as insinuated by the ending of David Dabydeen’s novel, the silenced voice 
of the archetypal self-annihilating Moll/Antoinette is resuscitated through the rise 
of Ellar. Mungo hints at the resurrection of the dying woman as he witnesses Moll’s 
collapse: 

She [Moll] peep in at me [Mungo] and see the middle of the beginning of the 
end of the way things are; the end of the middle of the beginning of what 
things will become. Or so I console myself, that I give her hope of another 
life, that only by her sickness and death can she bring the new creature of her into being. 
(278; emphasis added) 

Mungo, who, like Hogarth and Mason, is incapable of making sense of the female 
experience, intuitively confides his right of representation to “the new creature,” 
which emerges as a result of the semiotic death drive of its predecessors. Moll’s 
death by poisoning and her subsequent burial is even mirrored in the rebirth of Ellar 
“who no matter how strong the poison, secure the grave” breaks out (279). Ellar, 
the “first smouldering thing” that also figuratively arises at the site of the ruined 
Thornfield Hall, brings hope to the women silenced by the exploitative systems as 
well as to her own fellow villagers. Ellar is thus able to “torch the katran bush,” a 
symbol of the patriarchal symbolic law, and “fan the flames that not even God’s 
Flood can drown them out” (280). 

In conclusion, this chapter has demonstrated that the semiotic can be a powerful 
tool against the oppression of symbolic systems that impose metropolitan, patriar-
chal, as well as linguistic control over marginalized individuals and groups. The pro-
tagonists are dislodged from their chorae and forced to physically inhabit the space 
of the metropole. However, Antoinette and Mungo challenge the centers of the 
symbolic both figuratively and physically. Antoinette burns down Rochester’s 
Thornfield Hall, while Mungo sparks disorder in Lord and Lady Montague’s home, 
a metaphorical center of the metropole’s patriarchal law. Friday, as the semiotic 
body, also undermines the symbolic by reclaiming the space in the narrative. Alt-
hough all three protagonists subvert the working of the dominant systems by virtue 
of their semiotic, it is debatable whether their individual victories are sustainable. 
Thus, the symbolic “infects” Mungo back by impressing its values and knowledge 
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on the character’s psyche. Meanwhile, Friday’s sounds are rendered intelligible by 
means of language. Additionally, the semiotic, albeit subversive, is also mute and 
contingent on the death drive, which leaves Moll, Antoinette, and other marginal-
ized women deprived of the possibility of conveying their stories. The advent of 
Ellar, the new semiotic female literary voice depicted at the end of Dabydeen’s 
novel, however, augurs the creation of the oppressed female figure who disrupts 
the symbolic constraints without the need for self-annihilation. 

Conclusion 

The symbolic, in Kristeva’s sense, represses and imposes structure on an unpredict-
able semiotic in order to regulate the social order. Comparably, the symbolic sys-
tems such as the imperial metropole, the patriarchal law, as well as language appa-
ratus are guided by the necessity to eradicate or soften the difference which endan-
gers their normative, rule-governed frameworks. This thesis has presented an analy-
sis of some aspects which underpin the symbolic subjugation of marginalized indi-
viduals as well as discussed the elements of the semiotic that challenge or subvert 
them. 

In the first part, I have examined various forms of epistemic violence by virtue of 
which the symbolic systems attempt to uproot the noncanonical knowledge of the 
marginalized. Epistemic violence was regarded in my research as an initial stage of 
the symbolic subjugation directed at predisposing marginalized individuals to the 
so-called “normative” knowledge and subsequent subjectification. Targeting entire 
communities, epistemic violence enables the perpetuation of pernicious ignorance, 
which, in turn, results in practical and political harms, such as when the testimonies 
of the black and mixed-raced Creoles are not recognized by the police. Epistemic 
violence takes multiple forms. This thesis has examined how it manifests itself 
through testimonial quieting, identity prejudice, testimonial incompetence in regard 
to racial identities, hermeneutical gloom as well as, of course, misrepresentation and 
ventriloquism. The underlying characteristic of these types of epistemic oppression 
is their orientation on the disintegration of unconventional knowledge and, conse-
quently, their representative communities with an ultimate goal of further discrimi-
nation and silencing. A Harlot’s Progress as well as Wide Sargasso Sea present the pro-
tagonists who are largely isolated from their respective epistemic communities by 
means of exposure to epistemic violence of the dominant knowledge. Antoinette 
and Mungo internalize numerous beliefs and tenets of the metropolitan culture, 
whereas the members of their and cognate epistemic communities view it with a 
degree of skepticism. As the analysis has demonstrated, the role of the agent of ep-
istemic violence can be assumed by the marginalized figure as well. As the white Cre-
ole woman, Antoinette is subjected to identity prejudice. Still, she proliferates epis-
temic violence by ignoring racial differences and switching between her racial iden-
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tities, which highlights how epistemic violence thrives on providing the more em-
powered groups and individuals with the possibility to benefit from its mechanisms. 
Contrary to the above-mentioned texts, the concept of epistemic community ap-
pears to be absent in relation to the island’s “anti-knowledge” in Foe. Being located 
beyond the hermeneutical accessibility of civilization, the island obstructs not only 
the functioning of epistemic violence but also the ensuing subjectification of Friday. 

The analysis of subjectification and the entailing confession presented in the 
second part of this study has confirmed that successful subjectification is dependent 
on well-orchestrated epistemic violence. However, the protagonists’ problematic re-
lations with the dominant knowledge are not the only impediments to subjectifica-
tion. Antoinette Cosway, for instance, who pursues subjectification predominantly 
because it assures economic and social security, is refused the metropolitan subject 
position by her “confessor” because of her inability to comprehend the rules of and 
participate in the linguistic, anacritical, power play offered by Rochester. Similarly, 
Susan Barton views the process of confession differently than Foe, which results in 
her failed subjectification. Friday and Mungo are forced to conform to the specific 
subject models. Susan Barton imposes on the former the model of the subjectivity 
of the semi-familiar African, a speaker, who tangentially resembles his counterpart 
in Defoe’s original novel. Likewise, Mungo is driven to be the Christ-figure or a mar-
tyr-like voice of the traditional slave narrative. However, Friday withstands the inter-
rogations and the enforcement of language and does not produce a confession, while 
Mungo, conversely, generates multiple confessions as well as possesses enough nar-
rative autonomy, which precludes the creation of a uniform subject. Moreover, the 
characters of Antoinette, Mungo, and Friday all seem to have a problematic rela-
tionship with language which further impedes subjectification. Overall, neither of the 
characters can be considered to have passed the transformation into the subject of 
the metropole successfully. 

As it has been shown in this thesis, subjectification operates for the benefit of 
the symbolic systems, which is manifested also in confessors’ motivation. Mr Pringle, 
for example, is driven by anxiety regarding the metropole’s safety which is endan-
gered by the imperial sin of slavery. Mr Foe, a similar obscure figure, seems to be 
the functionary of the language apparatus. Meanwhile, Rochester’s motivation is 
personal, however, it also serves for the benefit of the metropole and the patriarchal 
law. The women who aspire to become subjects, Susan Barton and Antoinette, how-
ever, appear to be mistreated by the systems as their subjectification is unprofitable 
due to Antoinette’s “corrupt” white class and the invisibility of Barton as a valuable 
female castaway in eighteenth-century England. 

This thesis has also shown that language apparatus is inscribed in other symbolic 
systems such as the metropole and patriarchal law, as well as is able to function au-
tonomously – for the sake of the proliferation of language itself. This is most 
evident in regard to Friday whose conversion to speech benefits not only the afore-
mentioned symbolic edifices but, primarily, language itself. 
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The representatives of the symbolic systems sometimes go beyond symbolic 
subjugation by applying physical violence to “normalize” individuals. This is, for 
example, demonstrated in Mungo’s subjectification. 

The final part of this research has discussed how the symbolic systems can be sub-
verted by means of Kristeva’s semiotic maternal drive, manifested primarily through 
chora, the pre-Oedipal aspect, as well as the death drive. In Wide Sargasso Sea and Foe, 
maternal chorae are the kernels of the semiotic subversion to which the protagonists 
are attached even after separation. Friday internalizes the chora corporeally, which 
helps him not only endure the symbolic subjugation but subvert it by virtue of his 
rhythmic dancing and silence. The reunification with the maternal chora and exit of 
the liminal space imposed as a punishment by Rochester also prompts Antoinette 
to develop the desire for self-annihilation and thus destroy Rochester’s symbol of 
power. A similar dynamic is exhibited in Dabydeen’s novel wherein Mungo does 
not only disrupt Lord Montague’s household, the heart of the symbolic metropole 
and the patriarchal law, but also emasculates and “unsexes” Captain Thistlewood 
and Lady Montague by depriving them of speech and reversing the roles of the 
symbolic and the semiotic during castration. The novel, however, presents Mungo’s 
semiotic as primarily driven by his desire for the mother’s body, for the pre-Oedipal 
stage and reversal to the womb, rather than his connection to chorae. The wilderness 
and the stable are seen as places of women’s suffering created due to the destructive 
patriarchal practices. 

The semiotic subversion of the symbolic notwithstanding, this thesis has posited 
that rather than viewing individual victories of the semiotic over the symbolic sys-
tems as complete and unredeemable triumphs, one should consider it to be a part 
of the never-ending struggle that probably does not have an ultimate winner. The 
novels are set in the time frames ranging from the early eighteenth century to the 
post-Emancipation period, however, the symbolic systems have only multiplied and 
become stronger since then. As there can hardly be foreseen the end of subjugation 
and inequality between the dominant systems and the marginalized groups and in-
dividuals, the semiotic only serves as one of many models that can be applied to 
resist the pressure of the augmenting symbolic systems. Moreover, this thesis has 
discussed how fictional texts engage with the topic of the symbolic systems and 
their functioning. In reality, it is difficult to avoid epistemic violence or subjectifica-
tion in the manner of Friday, for instance. The prevailing number of cultures and 
knowledge systems are sensitive and reactive, and often this reaction entails submis-
sion to subjugation, inequality and hierarchization, fostered by the symbolic. This, 
of course, does not mean that the resistance toward the violence of the symbolic sys-
tems should cease. On the contrary, by continuing the discussion and analysis of 
the symbolic not only in the field of social or political studies but also in literature, 
we can develop a more comprehensive understanding of these structures as well as 
formulate and enhance the new and existing instruments that would minimize their 
influence and harms. 
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Based on this thesis, further research could be done on the exploration of the 
oppressed female figures who do not choose the death drive as the mechanism of 
disruption of the symbolic power. For example, the silenced Briseis in Pat Barker’s 
Silence of the Girls preserves her life, unlike her cousin Arianna, thus subverting the 
dominant version of the Trojan War by recounting the events from the perspective 
of a woman.  

Historically, the symbolic has come to be associated with the West, which has 
naturally contributed to the diversion of scholarly and public attention from the 
non-Western dominant cultures and epistemic traditions that employ the symbolic 
against the cultures and peoples they oppress. As part of unearthing the topic of sym-
bolic oppression with respect to non-Western symbolic traditions, one can turn to 
Ukrainian literature that has been depicting the mechanisms of such systems exten-
sively over the course of the country’s resistance against Soviet and Russian impe-
rialism. An example of this can be found in the literary works of Ukrainian novelist 
Maria Matios. Particularly, her book Sweet Darusya discusses how the patriarchal as 
well as ableist discourses intersect with the Soviet symbolic political tyranny directed 
at the residents of a mountainous village. 

In conclusion, with this thesis, I have explored the forms and instruments of 
the symbolic systems, as well as the aspects of the semiotic that enable the subver-
sion of the former as yet another endeavor dedicated to listening to and garnering 
the focus to the pains and the voices of the oppressed. 
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