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Decolonizing
Your Bookshelf:
Introducing
This is the Canon


Welcome to This is the Canon: Decolonize Your Bookshelf in 50 Books. Before you lies a reading journey like no other. Within these pages you will encounter a wide-ranging collection of fiction from around the world. Each title has been carefully chosen as a result of our commitment to diversify the traditional literary canon of novels and short stories available in the English language.


We read books for all sorts of reasons: as a leisure activity, for comfort or escape, for information, for educational study. Fiction, however, holds a unique power to displace us – in the most positive and universal ways – into imaginatively rendered worlds, which may and may not resonate with our daily lives. Crucially, it can transport its readers beyond their prior experiences. Stories can excite and unsettle, provoke and inspire, and offer opportunities to explore different ways of reading and interpreting the world through the characters’ lives – which can be alike and unlike their reader’s. Andrea Levy (see entry 40 in this book) told an interviewer that there was no essay ‘so powerful an agent for change as a James Baldwin short story’ (see James Baldwin, entry 13). In encouraging you to view reading – in relation to the decolonization of the literary canon – as an enriching and worthwhile endeavour, we are confident that the books sampled within This is the Canon will help you on your way.


The impetus for co-authoring this book has been to centralize fiction produced by writers of African descent, Asian descent, and Indigenous Peoples, to offer a corrective to reverse the dominance of white-dominant literary canons. As three women used to working collaboratively, with commitment to the collective politics of racial and social justice, we share longstanding track records in reading, teaching, researching and writing against the grain of canonical entrenchment. Our work is grounded in community contexts through the wide demographic of the people with whom we have worked. Joan Anim-Addo’s eminent career as an academic, poet and publisher has paved the way for recognizing Black people’s diasporic histories in the UK. She is the Director of the Centre for Caribbean and Diaspora Studies at Goldsmiths, University of London. Deirdre Osborne has taught literature in prisons, schools and universities, and has made a pioneering contribution to the critical writing and publishing of Black British drama. Her current work centralizes the legacies of imperial–colonial rule and its aftershocks in contemporary writing. Joan and Deirdre co-founded the MA Black British Literature in 2014 at Goldsmiths, which remains the only degree in the world in this field. Kadija George Sesay has been a lifelong literary activist and is Publisher of SABLE LitMag and Series Editor of the Inscribe imprint for Peepal Tree Press. She co-founded the Mboka Festival of Arts, Culture and Sport in The Gambia. In her roles as editor, poet and publisher, she has influenced the lives and careers of many Black British writers and writers of African descent and Asian descent in the UK.


Anthologies of writing or edited collections of short stories, or series by a range of authors, can often introduce readers to work that falls outside traditional canonical spaces. While This is the Canon points readers in many directions on the literary map, the books we profile are fiction – novels or short stories – by individual authors. Poetry, plays and life writing may lie beyond the parameters of this book, but definitely not beyond our reading horizons.


This book is unquestioningly transnational in its outlook. It is responsive to the multiple heritages that any one of the 50 writers might embrace, and also to the plurality of cultures and geographical locations to which they might be affiliated. Three oceanic regions perhaps best indicate the conceptual and geographical reach of the literature covered in This is the Canon: the Atlantic, the Indian and the Pacific Oceans. What difference does it make to literary canons when these three regions are brought together? While these oceans are geographical realities, they are also intellectual and cultural constructs. Unlike continents, all three oceans are interconnected and create continuity. The recognition between global regions, as read through the literature, is what makes this book distinctive.


Readers may notice that over a third of the authors profiled in this book were born or live in the United States. This highlights the challenges we faced in not wishing to generate new hierarchies of decolonizing, where the restoration of one cultural history that is absent or minoritized in white dominant canons, then discounts another. Instead, this book foregrounds its limitations by acknowledging its omissions, its uneven representativeness. You will also find writers whose decolonial works have created sensibilities that have dismantled the power of imperial languages, even as they are of that heritage, in this book. Not only have such authors transformed the European novel through their alchemy of magic realism with historical accountability, but also their sensitivity to foregrounding and learning from pre-existing cultures is intrinsic to their creative process. We hope this book will act as both a guide and a catalyst for you to seek out literature beyond the traditional canon’s borders. This is a first step in ‘firing the canon’.


FIRING THE CANON
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‘What does it mean to engage in canon formation at this historical moment?’ asked the philosopher, scholar and activist Cornel West in 1987. His question remains pertinent today and fits perfectly with the ethos of this book. Protest, pandemic and climate catastrophe have produced conditions and changes in living on this planet that were unimaginable in 2019. Together, they have created the ‘historical moment’ for This is the Canon. However, these consequences emerge from the deep roots of history. As cannons and other artillery enabled European empire-building, ‘canons’ served as their cultural strong arm, both within the imperial nations, and as exported to and imposed upon the vast areas of the globe that were colonized across centuries.


As will be explored in more detail later on, canonicity involves the elevation of certain texts as judged by critical literary consensus to represent exemplary quality. To decolonize the canon, we must begin by asking: who are the people making the judgements, what equips them to do so, and by what criteria? The existence of a largely unchallenged canon has ensured the cultural legitimation and hence, continuity of certain literary works. The literary canon is shaped by the various national, social, political, educational and economic factors that position people’s identities according to intersecting categories of sex, gender, race, class and so on. The work of white males has dominated canon formation. In Britain and the US, for example, its legitimacy has been reinforced at various points by influential figures such as F R Leavis’s inclusions in The Great Tradition (1948) or Harold Bloom’s defence in The Western Canon: The Books and School of the Ages (1994).


A canon, therefore, becomes a benchmark. It also shapes who is published and what is read. Writers who can be most closely aligned with European literary traditions and aesthetics still achieve the most sustained recognition. This is the Canon is an intervention that offers opportunities for readers to explore a broader reach of works than those that are perennially taught and examined, or promoted. In engaging with this book, you will also be engaging in contemporary canon reformation. We can refer to this as democratizing the canon – or, at least, starting the process.


Although our title states: This is the Canon, it should be understood as much to mean this is a canon, neither replacing nor adding to what has existed previously, but one of many possible selections. We are aware that certain novels still remain centre-stage, attracting attention, leaving minoritized authors in the ‘shadows’ of the dominant culture. This is the Canon is no shadowland, but instead builds a robust structure that houses fiction from across the world. It opens its doors to all readers who wish to explore new literary horizons, that is, to decolonize their bookshelves.


DECOLONIZING YOUR BOOKSHELF


[image: image]


Decolonizing can be defined literally in relation to the imperial–colonial legacy derived from empires. As will be further examined, it is a dismantling of the oppressive hierarchical power relations that, in the example of nearly four centuries of the British Empire, left hardly any region of the world untouched by its reach. A crucial limit to our work here is the availability of texts. There is a whole body of wonderful work yet to be translated into English. The issue of translation is a pressing one. This frequently connects back to the colonial legacies of contemporary writers’ contexts. The imperial scrambles for territory set the linguistic primacy of English, French, Spanish, German, Portuguese, Danish, Norwegian and Finnish in many regions from which the authors in This is the Canon hail or reside. For example, Lebanese author Leila Baalbaki’s I Live (1956) is a milestone in Arab women’s literature and was on the Arab Writers Union’s ‘Top 105’ novels of the 20th century. Published in French as Je vis! (1958) and in German as Ich lebe (1994), lamentably no work of Baalbaki’s has yet appeared in English.


Turning to Northern European regions and indigenous Sámi people, you will not find any Sámi-language fiction authors published in English. Although Kirsti Paltto’s debut short story collection Soagnu (The Proposal Journey) was published in 1971 and the 1986 Finnish translation of the novel Guhtoset dearvan min bohccot (Run Safely My Flock) was nominated for the Finlandia Prize, no English translations exist of her eight works of fiction. The first published novel by a Greenlandic woman, Mâliâraq Vebæk’s Búsime nâpíneq (Meeting on the Bus) was translated into Danish by Vebæk herself and into Russian and Sámi, not English.


In the long period of European imperial rule which divided up much of the globe, we should not forget the reach of Britain, France, the Netherlands, Portugal and Spain into regions geographically distant from Europe, such as Vietnam, Indonesia, East Timor and the Philippines, and how many of these areas were subsequently in the orbit of US foreign policy at a later point in history. We should also remember the imperialism of other empires, such as Russia and Japan. For people in Korea and China, occupation by Japan is a period of history often overlooked in European contexts. Concerns with Westernization present a distinct theme in fiction from Japan and China that adds further nuance to what decolonizing literature might entail. Countries in Scandinavia were effectively complicit in colonialism and its suppressing of indigenous languages, without having actual colonies.


We are mindful that we produce this book in Britain, that the books we champion in order to support the vast project of decolonizing and diversifying reading practices are chosen because they are all available in the English language.


The Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests around the world provided a pivotal movement in the international solidarity against racism in 2020. But just how far did the overdue changes demanded of social, cultural and political institutions truly become adopted? Or were the responses merely wallpapering, performative acts in words only? In many nations, Indigenous Peoples still endure colonial conditions in the 21st century. Meanwhile, ‘caste’ and ‘class’ continue to oppress and define lives. Nor can we overlook the fact that, in decolonizing reading, we include literature written from the perspectives of those people who identify as LGBTQIA+ and of disabled people, and of the possible interfaces in self-terming. Literature can open a window on representing the fullest ranges of lives.


Therefore, to decolonize our bookshelves and democratize the canon, we should finally consider the routes to these widening horizons in which publishing, both print and digital, plays a crucial role.


DEMOCRATIZING THE CANON:
NEW READING HORIZONS
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To what degree do publishers support or constrain decolonizing literature in their commissioning and selling – in what gets offered to the reading public? Markets drive publishing just as publishing can create new markets. But are mainstream publishers ever able to truly engage with minoritized cultures?


For commercial publishing houses, providing a decolonized fiction list involves tuning into cultural sensitivities that were not previously considered. Trying to be respectful of the content of books – and not wishing to replay adversities or grim subject matter that has become negatively associated with one particular cultural or ethnic group in white-dominant representation – presents certain dilemmas. Should a publisher not reprint books that foreground disturbing or taboo topics, especially as these are such an important part of a great deal of fiction? Could this constitute a form of censorship? What if these difficult topics are written from the perspectives of that group as a key step in developing literary agency? Might the publisher’s approach be misguided? There are many complexities at play. Bad memories and disturbing experiences are the subjects of much fiction. As you will read, many of the 50 titles in this book might be characterized in this way if viewed by topic alone. We ask readers to remember that it is who tells the tale that is important – and that it is not the only tale that can be told.


The precarities of publishing not only determine who gets into print, but whose work stays in print. The determination of feminist and queer and critical race scholars since the late-20th century to retrieve ‘lost’ works and authors, teach them, and create new markets in order to return books to centrality, has long been the means of recognizing the fuller literary landscape. The 2019 Booker Prize winner Bernardine Evaristo’s (see entry 36) project with Penguin to reprint Black British novels that have fallen out of print is one such achievement of cultural correction. The dedicated independent publishers and literary activists who have nurtured and published work across decades are discussed in the Afterword.


The 50 writers represented in This is the Canon are but the tip of the iceberg of possibilities. To extend the reading list further, each of the individual entries is supplemented by recommendations in the ‘If you like this, try. . .’ sections at the end of each entry.


Diversifying who and what we read can only broaden our imaginative horizons and enlarge our awareness of different cultures and traditions. But how we read what we choose to read, the act of reading itself, is also illuminated as a vital benefit when we set our compass in a decolonial direction. Psychologist and writer Charles Fernyhough (2017) observes that as ‘we internalize dialogue, we internalize other people.’ Reading can be simultaneously defamiliarizing and revelatory. It can unlock one’s experiences of particular socio-cultural contexts, such as school, family, community, friendship group, and highlight awareness of gaps in understanding the world.


The list of 50 titles provides a snapshot of the last 70 years, but not a blueprint for a linear reading experience. The sheer variety represented by nationalities, literary genres and styles, alongside the period in which authors are writing, being published or translated, unsettles such an approach. We urge readers to venture across chronological time zones, national identities and cultural affiliations. The anarchic, absurdist whirlwind of G V Desani’s All About H. Hatterr (1948) pairs well with Paul Beatty’s subversively satiric The Sellout (2015); the hierarchical family politics of Eileen Chang’s Love in a Fallen City (1943) resonates with Daniyal Mueenuddin’s feudal landowning order depicted in In Other Rooms, Other Wonders (2009), just as the edgy delicacy of Yūko Tsushima’s episodes composing Territory of Light (1979) melds beautifully with the introspection of Zadie Smith’s NW (2012).


We must also remember that the shadow of European imperial–colonial legacies still haunts today’s access to literature. How many languages were outlawed, erased and lost through empire building and consolidations of acquired territories? Much literature in this volume was written in resistance to the European lingua francas forced upon colonized nations that suppressed indigenous languages and cultures. Three of our authors, Assia Djebar, Patricia Grace and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, were denied speaking their mother tongue – Arabic, Māori and Gĩkũyũ respectively – while growing up.


While we mourn the fact that much writing has not been created in its author’s indigenous language, and more often in the language of the oppressor, we can celebrate how these majestic works defy this legacy through fashioning innovative narrative voices. Trinidadian academic and writer Kenneth Ramchand (1988) describes an example of this virtuosity in Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (see entry 5). He notes that Selvon is a writer ‘trying to invent an orthography for the dialect’ while at the same time signalling that ‘he knows what the “correct” English would have looked like.’


As Salman Rushdie’s often-quoted character from The Satanic Verses (1988) Whisky Sisodia parodically stutters, the ‘trouble with the Engenglish is that their hiss hiss history happened overseas, so they dodo don’t know what it means.’ Only too well, however, did these ‘overseas’ regions know English history and its cultural export of the literary canon as reinforcing colonial rule. A necessary question must be asked. What kind of knowledge is needed to understand and appreciate indigenous writing from cultural positions or geographical locations that have no contact with – or little awareness of – the lives of the Indigenous Peoples concerned? Colonial rule violently foisted a ‘vanishing act’ upon colonized peoples’ presences and languages. Histories of space and place became reconfigured and overwritten by the imposed language of empire – of treaties, reservations, protectorates, missions, residential school systems, bands and reserves – and by terms such as ‘terra nullius’. The application of terra nullius – meaning land belonging to no one – justified the British invasion of Australia and the genocidal policies towards the continent’s Indigenous people.


A refrain throughout the fiction by First Nations peoples in this book is one of ongoing recovery: to recover kinship ties, and languages and lands; to recover from the legacy of genocidal politics and environmental devastation. Despite such odds against survival, the sustenance of rich cultural traditions by many communities is evident even in the wake of irrecoverable loss. Such lifelines are shared by books from Turtle Island, Aotearoa, the generically clustered ‘Central and South American’ nations, and the continent of Australia (comprising over 600 language groups). The work of Tony Birch, Alexis Wright, Albert Wendt, Patricia Grace, LeAnne Howe and Eden Robinson in this volume all testify to loss, but also to Indigenous sovereignty of unceded lands. They speak to a determination to restore, record and speak the words of previous generations and to foreground kinship between human and non-human as a fundamental understanding for existing in the world.


Reading diverse writing helps us appreciate how interconnected human experiences can be. This is highlighted in Maya Angelou’s sparkling reminder in her poem* ‘Human Family’ – that we are more alike than we are unalike. We hope this book ignites your interest to investigate authors from the regions, nations, traditions and literary histories touched upon in these 50 titles.
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Decolonizing
the Canon:
Welcoming
Diversity


The demand for ‘decolonizing’ has moved from the margins to the centre of former colonial empires. The cry is now loud and unmistakable, and it keeps growing, particularly in the wake of the global Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement. Decolonizing insists on change regarding practices and responses that oppress others, notably those burdened by historical injustices dating back to colonialism and slavery. The argument goes that residual and persistent colonial oppression – most evident as racism – not only damages individuals and groups, it corrodes society and ultimately inhibits human progress and potential.


To relate decolonizing to the shaping of a literary canon – of novels and short story collections – we necessarily turn to questions of diversity, or a plurality, of literatures. Those who oppose or criticize the act of decolonization often fear contamination or a lowering of standards. To reassure readers, we are emphatically opposed to exalting books that are mediocre, or outside the possibility of literary success, however conventionally and narrowly defined that might be. Yet, in tracing diversity concerns to their source, we find that elitist thinking, nostalgia and lack of exposure to the widest range of literary art are at play. Alongside this viewpoint is the belief that change comes only at the expense of quality, examples of which are encompassed within a literary canon created in the 20th century by and for a privileged, white minority.


THE LITERARY CANON
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We understand the canon in terms of aesthetic excellence, sophistication, exemplariness and so on. Such superlatives indicate the quality by which a work of art – literary or otherwise – is measured and selected in order to be considered canonical. Yet, awareness is required concerning who decides on the canon. The traditional canon is in danger of containing only the novels that those who make literary decisions know how to read. Change means asking different questions of the books they read. This matters because the canon becomes the norm across classrooms and in publishing, and against which other writers might measure their own writing.


There already exists a multiplicity of literary canons linked to nation states, and increased awareness of this is gradually shifting the incorrect notion of a single, indisputable canon measured by impeccable Western values. Our aim in this book is to illuminate the canon of the present-day, the contemporary moment and its absences. In this context, a consideration of nations alone – and the story they tell of themselves – is inadequate. We must go beyond this.


To establish a canon in the global 21st century is to recommend books on account of their excellence, to present the best in literature and to celebrate the best of a nation, of the world. This, of course, raises many fundamental questions. As we have seen, at issue is the breadth of the pool from which those selections are made, who decides, and the nature of the aesthetic principles applied. Selecting the titles for this new canon, we have undertaken just such a process, but from a diverse pool of writing. Importantly, the process questions how a body of work identified as prestigious relates to nations and nationalism. In This is the Canon, we are acutely aware of how answers to such questions correspond to the world’s greater understanding of a common humanity, a situation with which we humans must urgently come to terms. In considering decolonizing, we need to ask how colonialism has come to be linked to the Western literary canon and what might be done about it.


That crucial question remains: who decides on a canon of work? The answer is institutions and the exclusionary structures and frameworks they maintain. For literary writing, key players are publishing houses and universities. The canon is also determined, or greatly influenced, by other institutions, such as literary prizes and the media. Increasingly, social media plays a key role in recommending books and this can be celebrated as a form of democratization. The university more usually preserves, through reading lists that are occasionally adjusted, the canon that is already historically justified. In tandem, the publishing houses keep those works in print, with new editions and introductions. There is, however, a growing demand from students for new voices.


Western universities exported their colonial models in the age of empire. Literature, as an academic discipline, is linked to 18th-century canon formation. As maps of colonialism confirm, by the mid-18th century, Britain, France, Portugal, Spain and the Netherlands each had colonies across the globe. Spanish settlers in South America, for example, readily established universities in their colonies, while Britain and France did not. As colonial goods and peoples were crossing the Atlantic, the ideas shaped by European thinking – justifying its colonizing role – were also being transported. Many of those ideas were to be found in books. Some of our ‘classics’ derive from that period; along with their limited ideas of the human as being primarily the European.


Dr Johnson, the distinguished writer and critic, referred to the 18th century as the ‘age of authors’. However, the explosion of literary writing from that celebrated British period was not taking place in a vacuum. The 18th century was Britain’s ‘heyday’ as a nation trafficking in and exploiting Black human bodies. The period ensured the decimation and displacement of Indigenous Peoples from the Americas to Australia, in order to build a colonial empire and to claim land. Writing became a key tool of colonial domination. Besides published fiction, this writing involved the publication of various justifications for the colonizers’ trade in bodies, and its attendant racialization.


The influential philosopher, David Hume, noted in his ‘Of National Characters’ of 1753: ‘I am apt to suspect the negroes, and in general all the other species of men (for there are four or five different kinds) to be naturally inferior to the whites.’ One might imagine how students from different parts of the globe still negotiate such thinking as Hume’s, perhaps especially when the majority of their teachers are often white. Fortunately, we now understand from our historical vantage point that central to a perception such as Hume’s is a compulsion to think hierarchically, placing the white male at the top of the pyramid. This outdated perception does not recognize or appreciate diversity, whether human or cultural. Over two hundred years later, the Latin American scholar Walter D. Mignolo writes about such ideas as ‘the darker side of Western modernity’, which refers to the colonial idea that history begins with the European man. Mignolo’s writing has been important in making the contemporary argument for decolonial action accessible to the English-speaking world.


This is the Canon embraces the challenge of thinking through concerns about decolonizing, especially in terms of the writers we have included in the selection. We aim to unsettle generally accepted and unquestioned ideas concerning the literary canon. We suggest that it is the refusal of institutions to acknowledge the diversity of the body of literary writing available that has led to demands for an active decolonization of the literary canon.


DECOLONIZING LITERATURE AND ITS CONCERNS
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Decolonizing is best understood in two ways. Firstly, as a date-specific event that has taken place in a former colony, and secondly, as a political practice against colonial ideas and perspectives. Decolonization takes the view that colonialism did not end when political independence was granted to previous colonies in the 20th century. It continues through the generations, having been deeply ingrained within the institutions, the infrastructure and the colonizers’ language – itself disseminated by the written word, for example, in the reading prescribed for schools and universities in former colonies.


Literary historian Stephen Greenblatt, in his book Marvelous Possessions (1991), delves into the power of written language in considerable detail. He makes the point that ‘a distinction between peoples who have writing and those who do not’ becomes ‘crucial’ following Europe’s colonial encounter with non-European peoples. That is because writing – in its everyday sense, such as in establishing regulations to remove native peoples from their land, and in its specific, literary-artistic sense of the novel – readily functions as a tool of domination.


Thinking about decolonizing and the history of literature as art, the links between the written word and structures of power are self-evident, so we come back to the question: is literature political? The larger question is similar: is art, in its broadest sense, political? Though purists might argue otherwise, observation of the art world as well as that of books suggests that both are political. The evidence, across fiction and nonfiction writing alike, points to the act of writing, its dissemination – or not – and its reception, as being one of political enfranchisement. Not that long ago, the voices of half the population – women can hardly be considered a minority – were largely absent from literature. Women writers were obliged to point to the many ways in which literature is political, despite the persistent rhetoric invoking a kind of aesthetic purity around the published canon, while ignoring the selective conditions of publication. The published writers were men, and so were the decision-makers.


In the UK, currently, debate centres on the absence of Black and Asian British writing, as recent research, including ‘Writing the Future: Black and Asian Writers and Publishers in the UK Marketplace’ (Spread the Word, 2015) and ‘Rethinking “Diversity” in Publishing’ (Goldsmiths Press, 2020), confirms. Yet, these reports only tell us what was already known and voiced among those excluded from the industry and their allies. Why this absence persists is certainly rooted in coloniality. Knowingly or not, gatekeepers are guarding against impurity creeping into the body of literature, preventing the disruption of the status quo.


To decolonize the canon, both event and practice require delinking from the dominant views and practices of colonialism. As Walter D. Mignolo warns, colonialism took charge of ‘the modes of knowing, of producing knowledge, of producing perspectives.’ To perpetuate this is damaging, especially in our increasingly globalized societies, and must be addressed. Hence, our focus in this book is on literary art from those whose experiences carry the complex residue of colonial rule, or who live in a country with a long history of the complexities experienced through centuries of empire. The process of steering the world into a more equitably shared future for the benefit of all is clear, if not urgent.


The use of literature – with the European novel offered as the pinnacle of literary art – remains, perhaps, an underestimated part of the colonial process. Again, borrowing from Greenblatt, to consider colonialism as three stages helps. In the first stage, written proclamations and treaties are created that signal acquisition of property: humans, lands and territories. Secondly, new rules and codes of behaviour are published. The third stage involves a re-fashioning of those who are colonized, in the image of the colonizer. Britain, in its third stage of colonial rule in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, engaged a paternalistic colonialism in which literature was taught – or utilized – in privileged classrooms. The emphasis on civilizing involved canonical writing like Shakespeare, Scott and Kipling. Native languages were ruthlessly suppressed, while in classrooms empire-wide, the pinnacle position of the white colonizer was being glorified, not least since colonialism had already designated Black and Brown people as either not human or in hierarchical gradations of the human.


Unsurprisingly, there are many concerns about the ways in which the contemporary practices of publication replicate colonial exclusion of those of African descent, Asian descent and Indigenous Peoples, as does the teaching of literature itself. Specifically concerning the teaching of indigenous traditions, primarily in the US, Australia and the Americas, the history of colonization, as well as the highly racialized policies of assimilation after decades of neglect and lost generations, make the relatively recent claiming of a literary voice not only necessary, but pressing.


In teaching literature – primarily Caribbean, but also Black British – for decades within the UK university system, one listens attentively to students. It is clear that a younger generation insists on being able to read with confidence the world in which they live. That world, globalized and diverse, is one with which they are already familiar. They puzzle over ways in which the Black and Brown people drawn from their own lives resemble, and yet do not resemble, others represented in the writing that they read. They experience this with discomfort in the university classroom. Also important is the absence of that world from their prescribed reading, despite their knowledge of the UK as a nation with a centuries-long multicultural, multiracial presence. Where are the characters, the narratives, they ask? This is felt keenly, as the world they experience outside the university is one of interculturality and cultural entanglements, multilingualism and multiracialism. For students of literature, their sense is that the traditional, little-questioned canon consists of many texts that they would never read unless required to do so.


All members of a society should expect to be able to be imaginative, creative and to make art in which they are reflected. That is, unless one subscribes, consciously or not, to the colonial view that some groups, specifically those designated ‘other’ in some way, are less capable of artistic endeavour. Such racialized bias has been problematic, especially for Black British – and emerging Black European – writing, and for postcolonial countries around the world. The problem raises concerns about who is permitted to produce knowledge and culture, and who is designated mere consumers of knowledge or culture. This is further compounded by the absence of Black scholars in the classroom. Notably, in 21st-century Britain, Joan Anim-Addo was the first Black British Professor of Literature. In the US, with its tradition of Black universities influencing the mainstream, the first US Black professor dates back to the mid-19th century.


In Europe, the situation, even compared with England, seems more bleak. Primarily through courses on Postcolonial Studies in countries such as Italy, Spain, Greece and Finland do students gain the opportunity to study ‘other’ literatures; all helped by the academic movement that the EU has established.


In the 21st century, for minoritized Black women’s writing, the concern with belonging in university classrooms is a reality. Though not in the minority in literature classrooms, women often continue to feel marginalized. This is even more the case for Black and Brown women who are in a ‘minority’. The situation for the teaching of a more inclusive body of literature continues to cause concern for many students, who continue to bear the load of raising issues about exclusion. The UK’s action is late and little, with some minimal shifting since the BLM movement’s call for decoloniality began ringing through the universities. At the same time, in too many Humanities contexts, Black students find themselves co-opted into the study of artistic representation from which they understand themselves to be effectively excluded. The situation is alienating and holds repercussions for the classroom and for writing as well.


SELECTING A NEW CANON
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Although there is noise in many universities about decolonizing the curriculum, this usually amounts to little more than an updating of reading lists and the continued instruction by predominantly white lecturers. The majority of English departments in Western countries are adamant that ‘English’ is what those interested in literature want, despite a constant cry that students are not engaging with the traditional canon. Could the answer lie in a more diverse range of novels for study?


Opportunities to study the kind of literature selected for this book are rare in the UK and in many parts of the world, and it cannot be a surprise that there are so few long-standing champions of decolonizing or diversifying the canon. A structural issue remains internationally. In order to be studied or enjoyed, books must be in print. As we have indicated, publishers have an important role to play in considering the responsibilities of their literary custodianship and the wider cultural context of their work – over and above market forces.


Perhaps an immediate question concerns whether diversity is ever enough when considering literature or any other art form. The answer is no. Nor is diversity alone the basis of our choice for this volume, which has held true to our concern with quality that interlinks with diversity. Drawing on years of studying, teaching and writing, we have evaluated the individual works of fiction. We have rediscovered the range of forms that are available as literary fiction. We have maintained sight of the pleasure that great fiction gives.


We have brought to the selection process multiple viewpoints, including that of seasoned scholar, writer and activist. Though in the past, such decisions have involved the test of time, we bring to bear additional tools. These include the recognition of excellence through a range of prestigious prizes. Many of the selected novels have tested ideas about the universality of standard English and have brought regional writing to the fore, so that a sense of place is heightened. The variety of the selection indicates the extent to which the novel has evolved in form and substance since the height of the Western tradition. Voice, language, writerly preoccupations, characters are differently emphasized. Settings are infinitely more varied. Women authors are much more prevalent.


This book’s decolonized canon references a present in which nation states – if only because of unprecedented international or diasporic movement – play a diminished part in the consensus about literary merit as always reflecting the story of that nation or the West. As a result, whether or not ‘the canon’ might have been perceived in the past as ‘closed’, its openness today is visible and necessary. Evidence of openness lies in award-winning authors, many of whom were not born in the West and whose writing displays a style drawing on multiple traditions. We have unpicked the complex literary expressions of an increasingly transnational body of writing in relation to its readers. This book is about artistic excellence in a context mindful of a common humanity, and the urgent need for us to read each other. Our hope is that you, the reader, reaching for change, will grow in confidence about the potential that the act of reading holds as a vehicle for decolonizing. Above all, we want you to be nourished by the rich and diverse selection offered here. Thereafter, it remains for you to champion the writers, their regions and beyond – all of which you are set to discover.
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Love in a
Fallen City and
Other Stories


EILEEN CHANG


1943


The novella Love in a Fallen City centres on a divorced Shanghai woman, Bai Liusu in the period leading up to the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbour and the occupation of Hong Kong during the Second World War. It is a psychologically ambiguous and bewitching account of how marriage and concubinage are maintained by the same sexual politics, but produce vastly different consequences for women.


Liusu’s family politics resembles a sea of circling sharks and Chang names each of them numerically – Fourth Master, Sixth Young Lady, Third Mistress, and so on – each identifiable in the hierarchy of significance and order of birth. We learn that it has been seven years since Liusu fled a brutal husband. With his death, she refuses to be wrecked upon the rocks of her divorce. Nor will she let her future be capsized by her greedy, self-seeking relatives who have spent all of her money. Liusu is an intriguing character and Chang makes sure readers’ allegiances lie with her. Her cool appraisal of her physical appearance at 28 years old, is of not being ‘too old yet’, with an attractive small face and a slender figure. However, as she notes, a woman close to 30 can grow haggard in a moment; she is on borrowed time. Liusu is clever, more so than her family, much to the particular displeasure of her brothers. Her incisive remarks always expose their ignorance and yet, as a woman, she has no security without them.


The 32-year-old playboy Fan Liuyuan is designated for Seventh Sister, the 24-year-old Baolu, but instead prefers Liusu. He contrives a trip to Hong Kong with Liusu, benefiting from the complicity of marriage arranger Mrs Xu. Although Liusu deduces this is all part of a plan to woo her, she is shocked at his disregard for the protocols of respectability. She must observe these at all costs to avoid becoming an outcast and a disgrace to her scornful family. Liusu’s thoughts in evaluating her situation are at odds with the facade she displays in order to achieve her goal of matrimony. Readers can appreciate her struggle and the compromise she has to make, one that involves acknowledging her powerlessness over determining her destiny merely because she is a woman.


Liusu’s instinctive understanding of Liuyuan’s sexual strategizing is confirmed when she discovers he has booked them adjacent rooms in the ostentatious, but unnervingly named, Repulse Bay Hotel. Like Liusu, the reader is drawn into his web. We are privy to Liusu’s inner assessments and reassessments of him. Is she his prey or is he the romantic outsider displaying increasing devotion to her? Liuyuan’s manipulativeness is revealed when Liusu realizes some people call her Mrs Fan. His snare has captured her reputation in a double-bind. If people assume she is his mistress, she will be forced to acquiesce and forgo any chance of marriage. If they mistakenly think she is his wife, it means that she has been ‘trapped by appearances’. All Liusu’s skills of diplomacy and clear-sightedness are needed to ensure her security. She requires marriage, while he offers love. When Liusu decides to return to Shanghai, her family are alert to the reputational consequences of her failure to secure Liuyuan. They visit friends and relatives to urge their silence, driven by their collective view that ‘a woman who was tricked by a man deserved to die, while a woman who tricked a man was a whore.’ Such are the stakes for Liusu.


It is a slow-burn narrative, reminiscent of a measured dance in which each performer knows the formations and steps, but edges around the other, maintaining a distance. Courtship in this context also evokes skirmishes between two sides, reinforced by militaristic language. Plans are made, competitors or enemies are to be outwitted. Mrs Xu attempts ‘a two-pronged attack’ in ‘scouting’ to find husbands for both Liusu and Baolu. Liusu remains afraid that Liuyuan will ‘suddenly drop the pretence and launch a surprise attack.’ She might appear calculating in displacing Baolu, but Liusu’s knowledge of how men operate saves her, as it is clear to her that he is ‘used to lying to women.’ Liusu unsentimentally and carefully pursues her goals in a game to be played with two different outcomes: hers practical and tactical, his heedless and hedonistic.


When she ultimately capitulates to sharing a house with Liuyuan, despite being unmarried, his immediate intention to depart to England without her raises suspicions as to her fate. However, there is an abrupt change of fortune, as plans are suddenly taken out of their hands. In early December 1941 the bombing starts. Wartime conditions disrupt national borders, as well as boundaries around expected and accepted social roles and codes of behaviour. When his boat cannot sail from Hong Kong harbour as a result of the invasion, Liuyuan returns to take Liusu to what they hope is a safer place, the Repulse Bay Hotel. Suddenly freed from social conventions, more natural responses bloom into new understandings of the world and each other.


Chang creates an enchanting portrait of morals and manners that absorbs lyrical aspects from Chinese classical literature while conveying a contemporary sensibility. The apparent lightness of touch is misleading, however, for the issues are weighty. The story also charts the division between traditional etiquette and customs, and capitalist-impelled modernity. The shadow of the Japanese occupation atrocities and the sexual enslavement of women as weapons of conquest are unspoken factors for any woman in the context of 1940s Hong Kong and China. Chang disingenuously truncates the tale with the fiddle-like huqin playing its desolate sound, with which she also opens her novella in the ultimate tantalizing withholding ‘—oh! why go into it?’


Chang’s work is legendary throughout China and Taiwan. The award-winning Taiwanese film director Ang Lee directed the adaptation of her novella Lust, Caution (2007), and highlighted her importance internationally, noting that with ‘these excellent new translations, English readers can discover why she is so revered by Chinese readers everywhere.’


THE COLLECTION
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First published in China as [image: image] in 1943, Love in a Fallen City is available in an English-language edition (2007) in the Penguin Modern Classics series. It comprises four novellas, one of which provides the title for the collection, and two short stories, written when the author was in her twenties and variously translated by Karen S Kingsbury and Chang herself.


THE AUTHOR
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Eileen Chang [image: image] was born Zhang Ying [image: image] in 1920 into the elite Qing Dynasty. Her aristocratic father was a brutal opium addict, while her mother, who renamed her daughter Zhang Aìlíng was independent, educated and travelled abroad. Chang studied English Literature at the University of Hong Kong. When the Japanese invaded in 1941, she returned to Shanghai. In the 1940s she wrote for newspapers in both English and Chinese languages, and published short stories, essays and a novel – Half a Lifelong Romance (1948). She fled to Hong Kong in 1952, as her elite background and the perceptions of her as a lightweight writer were problematic; her books were banned by the People’s Republic of China until 1978. Chang emigrated to the US in 1955. Her fame grew from the 1970s, but she became a recluse and was found dead in her Los Angeles apartment in 1995. Love in a Fallen City was successfully adapted as a film, directed by Ann Hui (1984).
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