Published inMissions of Interdependence: A Literary Directoed. by Gerhard Stilz (Amsterdam & New York: Rof@®02), pp.121-
130.
Status: Postprint (Author’s version)

"One is exiled when one refuses to obey the commaments of Conquest
Mission": Religion as Metaphor in Caryl Phillips's Diasporic Philosophy

Bénédicte Ledent

Caryl Phillips's later novels, fromdigher Ground(1989) toCrossing the Rive(1993), have
often been read in the context of what Paul Gilnag called the Black Atlantic, as re-
creations of slave-trading in Africa, plantatiofelin the Americas, and exile in European
metropolises. Described by one commentator as Vi \istorian of slave experienck,”
Phillips could even be called one of the major enirrchroniclers of this often silenced past,
since "behind all of [his fiction] looms the darlstory of slavery and its consequence&dr
all its interest and relevance, however, this hisigt approach has its own limitations. In the
long run, it could indeed make us forget that Risls fiction, far from being exclusively
concerned with elaborating a response to the wrafigolonialism, among them slavery,
aspires, like any self-respecting work of art, xpress its own way of seeing the world: ie, its
philosophy.

Unsurprisingly, therefore, a few reviewers were fifiggl when in his latest novel,
The Nature of Bloo@1997), Phillips seemed to distance himself fromairmhey regarded as
his fictional territory, and dealt with the Europeaoots of exclusion and tribalism,
particularly the Jewish Holocaust (which, inciddigtahe had already addressed in a
collection of travel essay§,he European Tribg1987], and in the last section éfigher
Ground. As if, by leaving the literary ghetto to which teacred rules of authenticity would
have confined him, Phillips had claimed a moredisay on the human condition at large,
and had thereby committed literary trespass, agno# taken seriously by some mainstream
critics. Such, at least, is the impression givea eview by Hilary Mantel, entitled "Black is
not Jewish,"” where she objects to what she viewPlalips's inadequate tackling of the

Jewish Holocaust:

There is only one rule in postwar fiction: don'titerabout the Holocaust unless you are

sure you can do it well. [...] If you can't matc¢hd brilliant desolation of Cynthia Ozick's

! Randall Stevensor, Reader's Guide to the Twentieth-Century Nov8Iritin (New York: Harvester, 1993):
131.
2 J.M. Coetzee, "What We Like to Forgelw York Review of Bool& November 1997): 38.
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The Shaw| look elsewhere for a story. [...] Caryl Phillipsbern in St Kitts and brought
up in Leeds — has dwelled a good deal in his ptevitovels on the slave trade, which
was a kind of prolonged Holocaust in itself. Herdfere identifies himself with those
wrenched from their homeland, with the disposseasethe abused; his feelings, surely,
do him credit. He has been quoted in an intervieWwhe Bookselleas saying he agrees
with James Baldwin: ‘that when anyone talks abodéw, that person is talking about
me." This is the devil's sentimentality: it is dertes cosiness, that denies the differences
between people, denies how easily the interestaunfan beings become divided. It is
indecent to lay claim to other people's sufferiitg: a colonial impulse, dressed up as

altruism?®

This piece of criticism may demonstrate "the winitgn's profound desire not to be judged by
those who are not whité.Moreover, | find it ironical that, while being pHiilly ignorant of
artistic freedom, such a commentary, by ghettoiZhglips as it does, should enact one of
the main themes of the novel: ie, the fact thatughout history humans have felt the need to
define themselves by defining the others.

A similar fate doubtless threatens other writemsrfrthe former British Empire who,
like Phillips, refuse the role of mere exotic appeges to Western literature, insisting on
being viewed as going beyond the purely representd{ as exploring the deeper layers of
the human psyche. Their writing tends to be reathfthe narrow angle of a "supposedly
homogeneous and unbroken" national traditiamhich is not only oblivious of the plural
affiliations of these often displaced artists, bugre importantly, of their contribution to the
world of ideas in general. Caryl Phillips, for orfegs always opposed what he calls "the
missionary approach™: ie, "the idea that the bhacker should explain black people to white
people.® To him, the purpose of literature is rather "toed® imagine into regions that help
to expand not only [the writer's] understandinghe human condition, but help the reader to
understand and expand their own notion of whattitoess the human conditior,bne aspect
of which is faith or the capacity to believe.

My purpose in this essay is to discuss the plagela@fion in Caryl Phillips's fiction, a

3 Hilary Mantel, "Black is not Jewish," review ®he Nature of Blogdy Caryl Phillips Literary Review(1
February 1997): 39.

* James BaldwirnThe Fire Next Timé1963; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979): 81.

®> Salman Rushdie, ""Commonwealth Literature' doérist," Imaginary Homelands: Essays and Criticism
1981-1991(London: Granta, 1991): 67.

®"Living and Writing in the Caribbean: An Experinig¢rkunapipi11.2 (1989): 47.

""The Other Voice: A Dialogue between Anita De€ayyl Phillips, and llan StavansTtansition64 (1994):
88.
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theme that metaphorizes not only his own positewards what Wilson Harris has called the
"commandments of Conquest Missidr' the artistic standards imposed on the postcaloni
writer, but also the ambivalent interplay betweepe&hdence and independence, submission
and resistance in postcolonial societies. To db jiidtice to this multifaceted topic, my
reading will have to take into account the sociad &istorical realities underlying Phillips's
vision, while being also attuned to his characterger states; a reading, in short, that
combines both 'secular’ and, appropriately heséigious' criticism. InThe World, the Text,
and the Critic Edward Said pits these two forms of criticism aghieach other. Secular
criticism, he argues, relies on the fact that téate worldly [...], and, even when they appear
to deny it, they are nevertheless a part of theakowrld, human life, and of course the
historical moments in which they are located antkrjgreted.® Religious criticism, by
contrast, does not find favour with him, for, asehgious discourse, it can serve "as an agent
of closure, shutting off human investigation, cigm, and effort in deference to the authority
of the more-than-human, the supernatural, the atloeldly” (290). While | agree with Said
on the need for contextualization on the one hamd, @n the other, on the necessary
resistance to indoctrination, it seems to me thatdichotomy he sets up is not easy to play
out, all the more so because, as T.S. Eliot remusgditerature affects us as "entire human
beings," endowed both with reason and with imaginaand emotions’

In the case of Phillips's fiction, as we shall seseparation between the secular and
the spiritual, the historical and the existenttlle collective and the individual, would be
pointless, if not downright misleading. Moreoves, the examples given above can show,
secular criticism can occasionally take on a religigarb and lead to closure when it derives,
as religious criticism does for Said, from "orgauzcollective passions be it a blind
commitment to orthodox postcolonialism which wowdde in every novel by Phillips a
counter-discursive response to slavery or a forditerary racism that would exclude writers
like him from the preoccupations of the so-callemtee. Inversely, religious criticism, as a
means of investigating what is beyond the stritilstorical, social and secular, should not
always be associated, as Said suggests, with fsgstéauthority” or "canons of ordel?"As

| will attempt to demonstrate in this paper, it chelp to plumb the inner feelings of

8 Wilson Harris Jonestowr{London: Faber & Faber, 1996): 14.

° Edward SaidThe World, the Text, and the Cri(it984; London: Vintage, 1991): 4.

19T S. Eliot, "Religion and LiteratureSelected Prosed. John Hayward (1953; Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1963): 38.

1 said, The World, the Text, and the Crit290.
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individual characters and their discovery of thersd which, in Phillips's fiction, never
conveys an unconditional deference to a superriatdar, but rather a deep respect for the
human as expressed through insecure individual smmiab probe self-awareness outside a
coercive system of thought.

Phillips's novels have repeatedly dramatized thecial role of Christianity in the
various stages of the colonizing process: "Heatltlathe first section oHigher Ground
shows how the Bible, combined with the apparentbreraggressive sword, was part of the
so-called civilizing mission of the early Europesettlements in Africa, meant to help the
native "raise [himself] up above the anintdidnd eradicate his pagan customs; the journal of
the English slave-trader, Captain Hamiltondrossing the Riveralludes to the ambiguous
part played by Christian religion in the enslavetrefrthose who were mere cargo in the eyes
of the European believers, a shameful complicigt the Western churches are still refusing
to recognize officially today in spite of appealsrh African theologiand? both Cambridge
(1991) andCrossing the Rivedepict the ambivalence of the converted slaves Gdgd and
Nash Williams, who, once "blessed with rational i€fin minds,* turn into missionaries for
their own "heathen" people. Finallfthe Nature of Bloodlenounces the hypocrisy of a
religion which contributed to a destructive sengsd=oropean superiority and hence to the
exclusion from what James Baldwin has called "Gotiedel" of those "neither civilized nor
Christian,® be they the "infidel Turks” or the Jews.

Imposed from the outside and smacking of patermaliShristianity is presented in
these novels as a major factor of alienation sihceakes colonial converts believe that, if
they leave paganism behind, they can get accesletdcentre," reach a higher level of
humanity, or even "renounce [their] devilish likes&'® ie, get symbolically whitened. In
practice, however, this religion seems to be a ptuveneans to keep them in their "rightful
place"” C 73) and instil in them a sense of dutiful resigmatio divine order, in a world
regulated by Christian Providence, where man 'lisfhing and can do nothingCR 21)
without God. This is why Cambridge, after being toagd by slave traders for the second
time on his way to Africa, is able to believe thirough hard work and faith in the Lord God

Almighty, [his] bondage would soon ceas€'Y57).

13 phillips, Higher Ground(London: Viking, 1989): 53. Henceforth in the magxt asHG.

14 C. Panu-Mbendele, "Le Silence des Eglises suraite des Noirs,t.e Soir(16 February 1999).

15 phillips, Crossing the RivefLondon: Bloomsbury, 1993): 9. Henceforth in theimmaxt asCR.

18 Baldwin, The Fire Next Timé1963; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979): 50.

" phillips, The Nature of BloofLondon: Faber & Faber, 1997): 49. Henceforth mnfain text adlB.
18 phillips, Cambridge(London: Bloomsbury, 1991): 151. Henceforth in thain text as C.
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Far from being enlightening, then, Christianity y@e the efficient handmaiden of
oppression, whether slavery, the Holocaust or they dexploitation of man by man.
Cambridge, to take his example again, remains ureawh being lured, and keeps seeing
Christianity as a "magical opportunity of improvamtie(C 143), a means of escaping his
natural African "barbarity" @ 143) and gaining access to "the laws of civilizati (C 149),
while being repeatedly victim of the moral bankaypof the West, be it greed, lust or sheer
dishonesty.

If, at the start, Nash is, like Cambridge, brainmes by Christian dogma, as he enters
deeper into the heart of Liberia, he gradually $o&sth in the redemptive powers of his
master's creed, even though he believes till tloeireian afterlife. While his relationship with
his master Edward illustrates how religion intetsewith love, his narrative and the failure of
his experience as a missionary also highlight aponmant feature of religion as seen by
Phillips: ie, its highly cultural content. Phillimhares this theme with Shisaku Endé, one of
his favourite writers? whose novelSilence set in seventeenth-century Japan, explores the
nature of transplanted Christianity and wonderstidreas "a religion that developed largely
out of European ways of thinking, [it] can everdaioot in Japan®® A similar interrogation
crops up inCrossing the Rivewhen Nash concludes, in the last letter he addsefssdis

master in America, that

this missionary work, this process of persuasisriuiile amongst these people, for they
never truly pray to the Christian God, they menetgy to their own gods in Christian
guise, for the American God does not even resethigln in that most fundamental of
features. The truth is, our religion, in its purast least diluted form, can never take root
in this country. Its young shoots will wither anig,dleaving the sensible man with the

conclusive evidence that he must reap what growsgally. (CR62)

If such a statement questions the efficiency ofsimoigary work and the notion of a "pure”
religious tradition to be handed down, it acknowles at the same time an (essential)
"natural” religious feeling that cannot be impodean the outside, but exists on its own,
regardless of a specific creed. That a culturatiéaremains in spite of a universal need for
spirituality is again evoked at the end of Edwalgditgrimage” CR 66) to the squalid place

where Nash died, when he decides to "sing an hymrgrder that he might calm his

9 Interview by Louise YelinCulturefront7.2 (1998): 80.
2 Shiisaku Enddsoreign Studie$1965; London: Sceptre, 1990): 9.



Published inMissions of Interdependence: A Literary Directoed. by Gerhard Stilz (Amsterdam & New York: Rof@®02), pp.121-
130.
Status: Postprint (Author’s version)

beleaguered mind" but "as [his] lips formed the dgp1...] no sound was heard. Still Edward
continued tosing his hymn"; but while Edward needs the spiritualtenance of the hymn,
even without lyrics, irrelevant in this African demt, the natives fail to understand him and
wonder "what evil spirits had populated this po@mn's soul" CR69).

This being said, it is difficult, if not vain, fandividuals to negate the influence of
Christianity on their minds, if only because of #dent to which this religion has affected
their culture, as Phillips's fiction itself teséifi. It contains numerous Biblical references. For
instance, the titleHigher Ground and Crossing the Rivelhave clear Judaeo-Christian
overtones. Also, the compassion at work in Phiipgriting can be said to be of Christian
origin, although the suffering of his characterserehas a redemptive quality. It is no use
denying this legacy, Phillips seems to suggestabse it is part of who we are, and even as
“there is no return"GR 237) for the children of the African diaspora,striot possible to go
back to pre-Christendom times, as substantiatedhbycase of Rudi, a black American
prisoner in "The Cargo Rap," the second sectiodigher Ground While he claims to "have
no religion" HG 95) and radically dismisses Christmas cards asgamaf the enemy'HG
65), he is unaware how deeply his discourse isiémited by Christian rhetoric. Ironically,
though he wants to escape white Christianity at@dts, he ends up embracing racial bigotry,
which like some other theologies, that of the Natwf Islam, for example, aims at "the
sanctification of power

While focusing on the cultural and existential méigon induced by Christianity,
Phillips also challenges other concepts associaitid religious doctrines at large, namely
those of belonging and novelty, which are to bentbin the major myths of humanity, but are
also part of the mythology of literary criticisng we have seen.

Religion, which etymologically relates to that whibinds or brings together, relies
traditionally on a rhetoric of love and communitgce, as Cambridge points out at the end of
his testimony, "[the Lord] hath made of one bladdnations of men for to dwell on all the
face of the earth"@ 167). Yet Phillips's novels repeatedly show tivats institutionalized
form at least, it is a system that separates rdi@m gathers, that excludes rather than
includes human beings. First, it seems to prometelgr discrimination, since as Cambridge
says "a Christian man possesses a wife, and tifalduife must obey her Christian husband”
(C 163). Then, it also favours divisiveness over neda@tion insofar as God Himself is "a
God of all nations, provided they obey and dutyfiderve Him" CR 26) and his love is "for

21 James BaldwirThe Fire Next Time48.
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all, as long as they be Christian and part of HeM (C 145). Therefore, when Cambridge's
first wife and his baby die, the minister initiallgfuses to bury them together because the
child has not been baptized. Tie Nature of Bloodthe Jews' fear of exogamy (which is,
according to Eva's mother, "the greatest crime d@ha¢rson could commitNB 70) partakes

of a similar suspicion of the stranger induced élgron. In this regard, it is interesting to
note, with Julius Lester, that "racism is a grougiéalisation of itself in society, the world and
the universe. It confers religious identity in Secgarb.*?

Religion, not only Christianity but Judaism as wedl also replete with the notion of
newness: Born-again Christians are given a new naneePromised Land of the Jewish
tradition is a new world. The same could be saithefsecular avatars of these two creeds,
one example of which is the transportation of thi@dpian Falashas to Israel, which for all its
benevolence fails to take the Ethiopian past intooant. Yet, asThe Nature of Blood
powerfully demonstrates, this idea of starting @ler again, of "[putting] things behind
[oneself]" \NB 178), is a myth because men carry their past witheémselves however hard
they try to shed it. So, if the Bible does opeme horizons for the colonial converts, these
should not forget, as Othello seems to do wherehehes the "heartN 145) of Venetian
society, that the Holy Book also contains the stofyHam and his curse, which, James
Baldwin reminds us, has sealed the fate of thekbizan since the beginning of tirfi.

If Phillips denounces the hold of institutionalizesdigion and its secular missions on
the individual, he also points out that "there ideaible paradox with religion. It both
enslaves and it liberate§'"As the history of slavery has shown, Christiamitpved "a
medium of independent black expression and idetfityn the case of Cambridge and
Othello, for example, it means literacy and thues pssibility of making oneself heard in the
language of the master, even if the psychologicadepto be paid for this avenue of
expression is very high indeed. The ironically ndn@hristiania, an obeah-wielding slave,
embodies what Cambridge, her educated partner, Wte and loses by his Christian
education, for if her voice is never heard throughthe novel, she nonetheless remains
"spiritually powerful” C 158) and, unlike Cambridge, survives the violeotCthe plantation.
Though her obeah is dismissed by an English cleagyas "a primitive belief in witchcraft

which operates upon the negroes to produce de@t®8), it empowers her because it puts

22 Julius Lester, "The Outsiders: Blacks and Jewsthadoul of America, Transition68 (1995): 79.

% Baldwin, The Fire Next Time38.

% vSee you on the Plantation," interview [with Pip#]] by Aaron Ashby and Artress Bethany Wha&K/angel
Reviewd (1994): 100.

% James WalvinQuestioning Slavergtondon & New York: Routledge, 1996): 154.
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her beyond the colonizer's rational grasp and syimd® her refusal to take part in the
master's grand schemes, be they the Christianarligr the breeding system supposed to
compensate for the end of the slave tratl67)?°

But when Phillips says that religion can liberaie,the may have in mind a religious
feeling of an even more marginal and unobtrusiye tshan obeah: ie, what he calls "faith,"
which does not necessarily have "a religious gldag, is "the ability to actually acknowledge
the existence of something that you believe in, etbing that helps you to make sense of
your life."?” Such a feeling, which is essentially interior @oahes with none of the trappings
of official religions, affects all of Phillips's ehacters, even the most obnoxious ones, like
Captain Hamilton or Edward Nash. It also conndusrt with each other, involving them in a
spiritual community, as il€rossing the Rivewhere the characters relate to an ambivalent
father figure, in turn God, master and ancestomveéler, this inner belief seems to be more
developed in Phillips's female protagonists, whe, an the whole, more critical of the
religious establishment (perhaps because they @refinst victims) and have more
introspective capacities than his male charactéhere is Irena inHigher Ground who
imagines God as a cannibal "shaking a celestiakcs#ar before he ate up his childretiG
176); Martha, inCrossing the Rivewho "could find no solace in religion, and was ueab
sympathize with the sufferings of the son of Gocemiset against her own private misery"”
(CR79); or Joyce, in the same novel, whose wide-rangionoclasm is a direct response to
her mother's selfish bigotry. Though the distant¢hese women from religion can be, at
first, a source of sadness and isolation, themeigertheless in all of them a love, whether
filial or sexual, that drives them on and helpsnth&o find a purpose in life, if only
temporarily. This passion, in Phillips's words, sthiannealing force [coming] out of
fracture,”® has much in common with the profane spiritualitgttcharacterizes soul music
which a critic sees as "a saviour of self-esteepljy creating a private world as an escape
from the one that is giving you griet>'It would require another paper to demonstrate how
deeply this musical style has shaped Caryl Ph#lipgiting, but suffice it to say here that it is
the "ability to combine passion with social acunf@msf an artist like Curtis Mayfield that

fascinates Phillips. The same could be said of MaBaye, Stevie Wonder and many others.

% The girl in "Heartland" (the first section Bligher Ground also possesses a "boldness of spirit" (35), an
"inner stillness" (29) which her converted, malegierpart has lost.

" Interview [with Caryl Phillips] by Graham SwifiKunapipi13.3 (1991): 103.

#Crossing the River: Caryl Phillips Talks to MaJaggi,"Wasafiri20 (1994): 28.

? Lloyd Bradley, "Introduction: What is Soul?" 8poul on CD: The Essential Guileondon: Kyle Cathie,
1994): 2.

%0 Donna Bailey Nurse, "Caryl Phillips' Riffs on Fdeen," Globe & Mail (21 May 1997).
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It is probably through Emily, a nineteenth-centtryglishwoman irCambridge who
goes to the Caribbean to supervise her fathengagilan, that Phillips's sensitive exploration
of the female psyche shows best how an inner seinee sacred helps people to preserve
their dignity and assert their individual self, @eibsometimes modestly. At the beginning of
the novel, Emily's faith in a loving, protectivetlbpowerful God C 13, 45) does not really
impinge on her view of the island, which she obssrfrom an apparently desacralized,
rational perspective, trying to give objective assido the phenomena she observes, both
natural and human. However, as the novel unfold$ laer certainties are shaken, she
relinquishes her pseudo-scientific discourse, ardvbyage into self-awareness goes hand in
hand with the realization of the numinous dimensiohthe world around her as "her vision
had begun to pulsate with a new and magical ligz, hind had become a frieze of sharp
stabbling colours. Love, love, loveC(182). This love, or faith, should be understoosl da
state of being, or a state of grace" in the "toagt universal sense of quest and daring and
growth."!

The two religious forms, one institutionalized atm other private, which | have
attempted to outline may well suggest what has bmsled the Caribbean “inability to
integrate inner and outer space," the fragmentadibi©Caribbean philosophy between its
European and indigenous rodtsTo me, however, the tension and interaction batvtae
two partake of a diasporic philosophy in which thsed individuals are shown as potentially
able to tap their own imaginary resources and kihidr own spiritual frames away from the
religious or secular missions which would like ttt pn end to their wandering by imposing a
spiritual order on their marooning imagination. e Nature of Bloodbliquely suggests, it
is when the Jewish people give up exile for thesigki sense of belonging afforded by the
foundation of the nation state of Israel that thelrgious faith tends to harden into dogma.
Exile, and the marginality it entails, carries amageness and a yearning which, as Phillips's
female characters testify, can be a source of gnkiet also constitute the basic "building
blocks of open-mindedness and an ability to quesgiven truths *

3L Baldwin, The Fire Next Time82.
32 paget Henry, "Rex Nettleford Afiican and Afro-Qrean PhilosophyCLR James Journdl.1 (1997): 58.
¥ Susan Greenberg, "Jews against Isragigspect31 (1998): 12.
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