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    Preface


    The analysis of Wilson Harris’s works presented in this study is based on the fundamental assumption that the whole body of his work can be seen as an essential contribution to the making of an autonomous Caribbean philosophical canon. To this end, the first chapter has been structured on the analysis of three important critical approaches which have recognised the philosophical value of Harris’s literary achievements: C.L.R. James’s Wilson Harris: A Philosophical Approach, a lecture published in 1965, Gregory Shaw’s essay “The Novelist as a Shaman: Art and Dialectic in the Work of Wilson Harris,” published in 1989, and Paget Henry’s extensive analysis in his Caliban’s Reason: Introducing Afro-Caribbean Philosophy (2002). These critical works widely support the basic assumption, but, especially Paget’s, testify to the heterogeneous influences that inform Harris’s thought and partly exemplify their multiple fictional manifestations. To overcome the problem of coping with such a wide variety of issues, the discussion of Harris’s philosophy has been centred around a specific theme, with the belief that a reduction in scope would benefit its efficacy.


    History, as a theme including the conceptualisation of time and the narration of past events, has been chosen for the particular importance it assumed in the Caribbean intellectual panorama and for its evident centrality in the better part of Harris’s novels and critical works. Therefore, a second chapter has been structured around two overviews of the evolution of the concept of history and historiography both in Western academic worlds and in various post-colonial realities, with particular care not to relegate Harris’s figure to a specific critical field, but to inscribe it in the widest possible debate. The inclusion of a writer of fiction in a traditionally scientific field is justified by the contemporary issues in the Western historiographical debate concerning the interrelationship of fiction and historiography, as well as by the usual strategy adopted by post-colonial writers to address history outside the ground from which, as subalterns included in an imperial authoritarian History, they have been traditionally excluded.


    The third and the fourth chapters deal with two apparently distant themes which basically inform Harris’s approach to history: psychoanalysis and pre-Columbian traditions. A Jungian reading of some of Harris’s texts has been carried out in chapter 3, partly because of the direct links the Guyanese writer has recognised with Jung’s work (although he suggests parallel development rather than simple influence), and partly for the evident archetypal nature of several Harrisian images and characters, which reveal the fundamental role of the “universal unconscious” in his philosophy, which is deeply related to Jung’s “collective unconscious.”


    In chapter 4, the legacies of pre-Columbian cultures, Amazonian, South-American and Meso-American, have been extensively discussed with the aim of demonstrating that Harris’s conception of time is not only based on speculative intellectualisations or on psychoanalytic studies, but principally derives from his actual experience of a cultural heritage which, despite systematic marginalisation, is alive and operating, not only for cultures of mixed ancestries, such as the Guyanese, but also for the Western culture as a legacy of the colonial encounter. In the concluding chapter, the issue of the “universal unconscious,” as emerged in Jungian terms and surfaced in the discussion of pre-Columbian legacies, has been re-addressed with respect to environmentalism and Harris’s peculiar interpretation of a living world, as this conception has characterised his literary production since the early beginnings, and has significantly intensified in his critical work since the 1990s. Finally, the framing of the concept of “historylessness,” often attached to the Caribbean reality, has been shifted towards a more encompassing view which does not deny history as such, but redefines it in a different perspective which may appear “timeless” to the human intellect yet becomes historical, even though at an unconscious level, if referred to the entire cosmos: including humanity and the world of animals, rocks, trees and waters. Harris’s view, which at times may appear unbalanced towards a sort of mysticism, should prove of profound importance for its ability to confront, at their own level, Western self-appointed scientific disciplines, demonstrating the possibility and effectiveness of the integration of seemingly contrasting cognitive methods, such as the Western one, linear and logical, and the one exemplified by Harris’s mythical imagination: a living testimony of archetypal realities and pre-Columbian legacies.

  


  
    1 A Coherent Design: An Introduction


    Wilson Harris has been writing novels since the early sixties at a phenomenal rate, producing a body of work that consists today of twenty-five novels. Each one has a particular plot and setting which may vary from the interior of 1950s Guyana to 1970s Edinburgh; they touch upon many different themes and reveal a stylistic evolution through the years, but seen as a whole they all seem to belong to a consistent project. This commonality is perceived partly through the direct references of the author to his own previous works, partly through the reappearance of some characters, even decades after their first appearance. Harris’s specific approach to literature and to writing and his unique style, whose subtle variation is no less perceivable than its consistency, contribute to the strong feeling of commonality, but what strikes more than anything is the consistent and articulate thought that informs Harris’s production, whether in the shape of poetry, fiction or literary essays. To clarify this point, it may be useful to quote a comment which curiously appears on the back covers of both his last two novels, as if popular and specialist press did not bother to review Harris’s publications individually any more. To be honest, probably the reason for the repetition of this comment is not to be found in any other editorial choice than the one which recognises its poignancy and its effectiveness in identifying many key features of Harris’s writing in a few lines. This is exactly the reason why Maya Jaggi’s comment, originally included in a longer review of The Dark Jester (2001), functions as a perfect starting point for introducing a deeper analysis of some of these key features:


    Undoubtedly one of the great originals [...] Harris has lived in England since 1959 writing complex, philosophical, visionary novels that can be bewilderingly arcane yet also dazzlingly illuminating [...] Often he recalls Blake, with a prophetic vision that challenges and renews the senses and contorts the syntax. (Jaggi)


    Harris’s choice to live in England and the fact that he has now been living there for sixty-eight years is crucial if one considers the fact that his connection with Guyana and with the Caribbean Basin has always been evident and many of his novels are set in his own motherland of Guyana. However, to consider him a Caribbean writer would be as reductive as it would be to define him as an essentially British one. The figure of a “universal” writer might fit him better, even though this definition cannot be inscribed in any typical categorisation in literary studies, particularly in the post-colonial field. The difficulty critics and scholars have often found in defining him is a direct consequence of Harris’s deep originality, which strongly emerges at first reading, for his novels are strikingly non-conventional in style and in mode of narration. “Comfortable realism” leaves the ground to complex, visionary, imaginative writing whose style “contorts the syntax” in such a way that reading can easily be puzzling and the contrasting and visionary images and metaphors may at times appear “arcane.” Language is for Harris a constantly renewed “medium”; and it is crucial in his art as a means of expression, as a means of knowledge, but most of all as an instrument of creation. One has to get into this language, and the process is not easy: one has to leave aside that passive reading required by a novel written in the tradition of nineteenth-century realism and assume the role of an active reader to participate in this creation, a necessary participation rewarded with “renewed senses.” The reader’s senses, renewed by this act of participation, allow him/her to see through the apparent opacity of Harris’s imagery and illuminate a whole world in restless becoming, a world much closer to reality (however partial) unveiled rather than a mere world of fiction. This unveiled reality is intuitive in nature, it cannot be explained through the linearity of logic. The perception of it and the speculation about it are both the object and the subject of the whole of Harris’s fiction, whose philosophical quality begins at this point to emerge. It is his thought that makes all his production stand as a whole corpus, in which one can perceive evolution and change but cannot deny a stunning consistency and depth. This kind of philosophy cannot be considered the work of a philosopher, in proper terms: Harris is an imaginative writer, his tools are literary devices, not technical jargon nor extensive knowledge of philosophy, but he writes in a context, the Caribbean, which claims a perspective of its own and sees “philosophy [as] an intertextually embedded discursive practice, and not an isolated or absolutely autonomous one” (Henry 2).


    Nevertheless it is undeniable that the vision of reality he has been constantly revising and refining through the whole of his career has the quality of a consistent philosophical vision. Those critics and scholars interested in Wilson Harris are all fully aware of the strong connection between his writing and philosophy, and since A.J. Seymour’s clairvoyant comments on the first edition of Harris’s early work of poetry, Eternity to Season (1954), many have tried to analyse this connection from different standpoints. In the following chapter some of these attempts will be discussed with the aim of presenting an overview of Harris’s philosophy, which according to Henry is “difficult, if not impossible to present systematically” (94), and of grounding the subsequent detailed analysis of particular aspects, such as time and history in chapter 2 and pre-Columbian elements and cross-culturality in chapter 4.


    1.1 C.L.R. James’s Heideggerian Interpretation


    In a lecture given at the College of Arts and Science and at the Department of Extra-Mural Studies of the University of the West Indies in St. Augustine, Trinidad, in April 1965, the great Caribbean writer and scholar C.L.R. James presented an interpretation of Harris’s work in relation to some of Heidegger’s concepts.[1] In this lecture James relates Wilson Harris’s philosophical vision, as it appears in his first work of fiction The Palace of the Peacock (1960), to Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927), or at least to the concept of Dasein. As James himself notices with irony, the works of Heidegger were not diffused in the West Indies, neither was a technical knowledge of philosophy which can be “as difficult and technical a business as Marine Engineering, or Medicine” (C.L.R. James, Philosophical 4); nevertheless, the Caribbean was not excluded from philosophical debates: “whether he knows it or not everybody has a certain philosophical view” (4).


    With such a low profile James starts the analysis of The Palace of the Peacock to highlight its intrinsic correlation to philosophy. After a brief introduction, he makes his position clear by asserting that “Harris is to be seen as a writer of the post war period who is in the full philosophical tradition and has carried to an extraordinary pitch the work of two German philosophers: […] Heidegger and Jaspers” (Philosophical 6). Despite its authority, James’s position sounds a bit odd today, even though Harris himself has associated his work with some post-war writers such as Samuel Beckett, especially with his short story “Imagination Dead Imagine” (Jonestown 46): the direct connection between Jaspers and Heidegger appears more tortuous than he assumes. Anyway, he offers a personal view that may be interesting to explore. Heidegger’s concern about everyday life and the life of everydayness and the concept of inauthentic existence as opposed to Dasein, or authentic existence, are the key points to James’s discussion. He tries to relate the search for truth through the practice of Dasein to Harris and he finds a connection in language, which he both interprets as the means to live an authentic existence and, less controversially, as the main feature of Harris’s originality. Unfortunately, in doing so he conflicts with later theorizations by Harris himself about living landscapes and non-human existence by saying “mountains are, horses are, books are, but only man exists” (James, Philosophical 8). On other occasions, however, he builds fertile connections such as the importance he gives to Heidegger’s idea of history and temporality. The subjectivity of time is in fact a key concept for Harris and it seems to partially coincide with what James says of Heidegger. In his interpretation of the concept of the now he sees its nature in the past, “as the result of all that has happened before” (James, Philosophical 8), but he also recognises another element which Heidegger calls the futural: Heidegger “says you are aware that you are going to be dead. He says that is the only thing nobody can do for you, you have to die for yourself” (Philosophical 8). In fact, this first notion of the intermingling of past and future can be connected to a feature of The Palace of the Peacock: the visionary experience of each member of the expedition at the time of their death. James highlights this in his analysis: “[he] has a vision of where he is reaching and what he expects is going to happen to him” (Philosophical 5).


    Coming to Jaspers, James sees a strong connection with Harris in the idea of the limit situation, an extreme boundary situation, in which man can find what he is, a theme he felt pressing in those years of early post-independence. As for Harris, James notices how the everydayness of the life in Georgetown (British Guiana at that time) is broken by extreme situations experienced in the interior where “the realities of human life are stark and clear” (Philosophical 10). In that way, he sees Harris linked to both Jasper and Heidegger and to the transcendendal:


    Harris gives you a big slab of actual everyday existence, the inauthentic life we all lead, and then, within the same novel, he takes you to an extreme situation, [...] within the covers of the same volume he proceeds to give you pages of philosophical exploration. (Philosophical 11-12)


    James also presents a possible connection with Jean-Paul Sartre’s idea of choice between inauthentic life and the authentic, which bears a stronger political meaning, to stress Harris’s commitment to some sort of anti-colonial cause. This is in fact an often neglected, but important aspect, especially regarding his first theoretical writings,[2] although it must be considered under the complex and various shades Harris’s thought has revealed in the course of the years.


    James’s straightforwardness let him notice the exceptionality of Harris’s philosophical work in relation to the Caribbean in a way that appears less problematic than Harris himself would have put it: “I think that it is most remarkable that this West Indian, uneducated in German, uneducated in European universities, should have found out those things practically for himself and should be writing the kind of books that he does” (James, Philosophical 8). It will be discussed later how Harris’s knowledge of the German philosophers was not so narrow and, even more importantly, how Harris’s philosophy can be seen as inscribed in different traditions with a validity of their own. Anyway, James is right in highlighting Harris’s independence of academic thought and he finds pregnant examples about the strategy of recovering the history of African slaves through intuitive and mythic devices rather than Western academic anthropology.


    Another piercing intuition of James’s is the importance of the connection with fifteenth-sixteenth century Europe, often mentioned by Harris himself:


    The special point I want to make in regard to the West Indies is that the pursuit of a strange and subtle goal, melting pot, call it what you like, is the mainstream (though unacknowledged) tradition in the Americas. And the significance of this is akin to the European preoccupation with Alchemy, with the growth of experimental science, the poetry of science as well as of explosive nature which is informed by a solution of images, agnostic humility and essential beauty rather than vested interests in a fixed assumption and classification of things (Philosophical 14).


    Such instances and Harris’s belonging to a certain tradition of gnosticism-hermetism will be discussed in depth in the last part of this section. What remains to be mentioned about James’s essay is the awareness about the issue of independence that Harris has often raised when referring to Caribbean literary and philosophical tradition: the complete absence in the West Indies of those kinds of fixed assumptions he sees as intrinsic in European-Western thought. This awareness, however, does not prevent James from unintentionally assuming some sort of hierarchical relationship in validating Harris’s position through its connection with Western philosophers, even though they represent, to James’s eyes, the internal awareness that “the European preoccupation or acceptance of the material basis of life, a fixed assumption[...] has broken down” (Philosophical 15). What emerges at the end of James’s analysis, despite his effort to link Harris’s concepts to the Dasein, the “being there,” is a profound difference which comes from a very different background, a cultural situation in which “there has never been that fixed assumption of things, that belief in something that is many centuries old and solid” (Philosophical 15).


    1.2 Hegelian Dialectics and Wilson Harris’s Novels


    The connections between Harris’s writing and the Western philosophical tradition have been discussed by Gregory Shaw in a subsequent essay which appeared in The Literate Imagination (“Novelist”). Curiously, the same quotation about the lack of fixed assumptions reproduced above reappears in the first two pages of the essay and Shaw notices its tendency to “slip away in a strange flux of language and categories” (“Novelist” 143). Despite its impalpability, the fact that “eclecticism is constitutive of the Caribbean experience” (“Novelist” 143) seems to be central once again. Moreover, the presence of different philosophical traditions, often neglected, which characterise Harris’s thought is acknowledged once again by quoting the same passage about the similarity of the West Indies and sixteenth-century Europe. Shaw further expands this concept by revealing non-Western elements that refer to shamanic figures and Amerindian myths. This new background, however, must be seen in close relation to the “mythic substratum” (Shaw, “Novelist” 143) of his early novels, which is mainly classical (in European terms); Shaw, with a touch of irony, notices how “the extensive use of Amerindian myth develops fairly late and may have derived from later researches in the libraries of Europe and America” (“Novelist” 143), while Harris himself has always stressed the importance of his direct experience in the interior of British Guiana.


    With respect to this early episode of the writer’s life, Shaw abandons the controversy to introduce his main argument. In those times, Harris’s interests were not limited to classical mythology and land surveying, but, according to Shaw, rumours said that “he carried his books wherever he went on his expeditions into the interior; he was just as likely to be found poring over a volume of philosophy as standing over a theodolite” (“Novelist”145). On the basis of such folkloric elements, not to mention strict textual analysis, Shaw praises James’s “intuitive flash” for grasping Harris’s close relationship with philosophy, but reproaches him as “one so familiar with the dialectic” for having wandered “off-tract [sic] in speaking of Heidegger and Jaspers, [sending] quite a few scholars on a wildgoose chase trying to connect Harris to the phenomenological school” (“Novelist”145). This sarcastic statement introduces Shaw’s interpretation of Harris’s eclectic style on the uncompromisingly Western basis of a Hegelian reading, supported again by “rumours,” this time attributed to Professor Gordon Rohlehr (UWI St.Augustine) who affirms that a Guyanese historian, Dr. Robert Moore, “remarked that Harris never went into the bush unless he was armed with several volumes of Hegel” (“Novelist” 145).


    Although this evidence does not seem to found Shaw’s interpretation on any better basis than James’s “intuitive flash,” it at least gives a suggestive explanation for Harris’s undoubtedly “dialectic” fiction and it creates the occasion for a fruitful discussion. According to Shaw, who recalls the importance of the Hegelian dialectic of master and slave (The Phenomenology of Mind) for the debate among colonial intellectuals such as Fanon, Harris’s use of language – “[a] word [...] liberated” (“Novelist” 146) – is characterised by “the yoking together of contradictory or antithetical images” (“Novelist” 146). This dialectic “results in a voiding of the word or concept that negates its given or conventional meaning” (“Novelist” 146), giving way to a dissolution of images which continually reassemble themselves in “‘paradoxical juxtapositions’ reflecting a universe in the process of becoming” (“Novelist” 146). Therefore, Harris’s novels actually represent “boundary situations” not only, as stated by James, on the ground of experience, but mainly on that of meaning, where they create a “void pregnant of possibilities, without committing [themselves] to the specific” (Shaw, “Novelist” 147). The continuous reciprocity and reflection of partialities of meaning create an idea of totality, a kind of consciousness which Shaw connects with Hegel’s absolute consciousness of the philosopher:


    [Harris’s] narratives represent the unfolding of mind itself, an all-embracing entity whose manifestation is the realm of phenomena – history, landscape and society. Just as in Hegel, the quest of spirit culminates in the absolute consciousness of the philosopher, so in the typical Harris novel the hero’s quest ends in the apotheosis of the artist who is the embodiment of that self-same spirit. (The symphonic conclusion of Palace of the Peacock, for instance, appears to be modelled on the triumphant climax of the phenomenology, even in such details as the major images of “light” and the “artificer”) (“Novelist” 148).


    Although the unity of Wilson Harris’s work is an assumption that informs my thesis, the identification of a “typical Harris novel” is not easily performed especially regarding his latest publications; nevertheless, Shaw’s is an interesting reading of Palace of the Peacock and it could work for other novels. What appears as a step further, on the road to a deeper comprehension of the complexities of Harris’s thought, is the inclusion of history, society and landscape as fundamental elements in his writings. Particularly the latter, considering the exclusions operated by James on the claim of the exclusive “existence” of man, reads as an illuminating insight into the recent evolution of Harris’s philosophy and it anticipates a theme that will be extensively discussed in the final chapters.


    Unfortunately, the urgency of validating Harris’s theories by an excessive adherence to the authoritative Hegelian dialectic leads Shaw to attribute to the mind and the imagination the shape of an “imperialist [...] hero” (“Novelist” 151) embodied in the artist. It may be worth recalling the stress on the lack of fixity and the continuous reformulation which characterises Harris’s imagination, whose “empire” could only be a non-hierarchical wholeness. However, on the path to this controversial conclusion, Shaw touches upon several points worth mentioning, paradoxically affirming the same concept of “unity of being,” which appears to undermine his conclusion. The image with which he describes Harris’s fictional constructs is particularly vivid: in his word they derive “from [...] an inner vision of the shapes, contours, topography of the mind and that shimmering frontier where mind meets world” (Shaw, “Novelist” 149). The “inner dialectic” that characterises Harris’s fiction, according to Shaw, translates the world into “categories of mind [...] explod[ing] the object and translat[ing] it into inner formal categories” (“Novelist” 150). What he sees, a “brilliant and cunning assault on the object” (“Novelist” 150) appears as a process of recognition of a reality Shaw himself does not fail to perceive: “the totality of human experience, the universal, the infinite, rendered in a metaphysical form or outline freed of specific content because embracing all content” (“Novelist” 150).


    But this reality is not only a “flood of subjectivity that dissolves the “facts” of history and environment” (Shaw, “Novelist” 150) and the apparently free associations Shaw identifies are not completely free. Reality is not a simple product of the mind; the imagination, in Harrisian terms, works in the recognition of linkages and connections that are only partially created by the mind. As Harris himself has often remarked, those linkages are really there, especially when compared with the post-modernist assumption that “there is no depth to reality[...] [it] is false. There is depth” (“Judgement” 22). Harris has always supported the truth of fiction: “[f]iction is not irrelevant, it is profoundly relevant” (“Judgement” 29), for him “art is not a game” (interview by Riach 58) and the “living absences” or “living fossils” which characterise his vision of the past are not products of the mind but re-discoveries, such as that the environment and “the objects” contain parts of ourselves in a sort of “Quantum immediacy”: “parts of ourselves are embedded everywhere – in the rock, in the tree, in the star, in the river, in the earth, everywhere” (“Absent Presence” 81) and therefore are not translatable to mere “categories of mind” to explode. In the words of Hena Maes-Jelinek: “[he] posits the existence of intuitively accessible metaphysical essences [...] differ[ent] from the absolute entities that used to underline Western systems of thought” (Maes-Jelinek, “Latent Cross-Culturalities” 41). In Harris’s own words:


    The mystery of the subjective imagination lies, I believe, in an intuitive, indeed revolutionary grasp of a play of values as the flux of authentic change through and beyond what is given to us and what we accept, without further thought, as objective appearances. It is not a question of rootlessness but of the miracle of roots, the miracle of a dialogue with eclipsed selves which appearance may deny us or into which they may lead us. (“Subjective Imagination” 65-66)


    As will be extensively discussed later, this kind of insight reveals meaningful interconnections of these “metaphysical entities,” which appear as a path of universalism/humanism: “We see connections. We see that there is an unbroken thread which runs through humanity” (Harris, “Judgement” 26).


    1.3 Imaginative Poeticism: A Caribbean Perspective


    The two essays analysed above, though groundbreaking and variously stimulating, are the work of two scholars who have no specialisation in philosophy, and this is reflected in their approximations and superficiality on some diverging issues, not least the shared lack of a broader definition for Harris’s thought other than its relationship with Western philosophers. As stated before, it is not the purpose of this study to enter into deep philosophical discussion; nevertheless, at this point, the need emerges for a more comprehensive and articulate view.


    The occasion for defining Wilson Harris’s philosophy in its own context comes with the inclusion of a monographic chapter in Paget Henry’s essential publication Caliban’s Reason. Introducing Afro-Caribbean Philosophy (2000). It must be acknowledged that the years that divide James’s essay and Henry’s book have seen the birth of an academic philosophical tradition in the Caribbean, of which James himself regretted the absence, but the fact is that Henry, associate professor at Brown University and leading scholar in the field of Africana thought[3], recognises the priority of the issue. He starts by immediately compensating the lack of context which was perceivable in the preceding essays: “[we] move to the center of the region’s [the Caribbean] poeticist tradition of thought. Harris’s work is rooted in the creative space of this tradition” (Henry 90). In this space, Harris is not alone: with due differentiation, the Caribbean poeticist tradition includes other writers, such as Sylvia Winter, Edouard Glissant or Derek Walcott, and it divides the ground with Caribbean Historicism, of which C.L.R. James can be considered a precursor.


    Subsequently, Henry introduces another important aspect of Harris’s philosophy: “a dialogue with traditional African philosophy” (90), a connection that will be useful to explain certain fundamental points about the consciousness/ego relationship in Harris’s thought. On the other side, Henry is perfectly aware of the contributions by Seymour, James and Shaw, therefore he indulges in a witty critique of the misreadings that emerge from their essays. First he acknowledges the vast quantity of influences that converge in Harris, as a “quintessential creole thinker” (92), then he identifies the key to his philosophy in “his own encounters with the depths beyond the everyday ego” (92) and he explicitly rejects any correlation with the German philosophers mentioned by either James or Shaw: “[t]o get to these depths, Harris needs neither Hegel or Heidegger” (92). For Henry, Harris’s universal consciousness does not take the form of Hegel’s absolute spirit or Heidegger’s being-towards-death; he sees instead the possibility for a sort of “archetypal life” (92). Moreover his philosophical approach to consciousness does differ from the two Germans’ even though it is “indeed phenomenological”; it belongs to a different kind of phenomenology: it is “imagistic, mythopoetic” rather than “conceptual” (92).


    Proceeding by degrees, the first assumption about the identification of a broader and somehow academically recognised context must be clarified. Henry stresses the eclectic nature of the Caribbean intellectual tradition which sees many different cultures, grouped by tragic events, emerging and trying to delegitimise European colonial rule. Subsequently, in a post-colonial situation, the main theme, according to Henry, is the “role of the self” and its recovery, its reconstruction as “an important precondition for institutional recovery” in line with Fanon’s theorisations “as he transitioned from the poeticist to the historicist school” (93). This consideration about Fanon is useful for a definition of the two main schools of thought Henry identifies in the Caribbean basin: historicism and poeticism. The first, which he claims to belong to, is a sort of “onto-historic response to the colonial thrust into history” (120), rooted in the conception that the historical event of colonialism has severed Caribbean society from its “mythopoetical order” and compelled it to a process of liberation through the medium of history, “in which Caribbean identities would experience redefinition and reconstellation” (120). The second approach contrasts with the first especially at a methodological level:


    [It] seeks to replace the special constituting given to history by the historicists with the task of reassembling the mythopoetic fragments of our shattered premodern world. History as the medium and place of postcolonial recovery is replaced by the creative powers of mythopoetic self-determination. (Henry 120)


    1.3.1 Consciousness and Ego Dynamics


    For Harris the recovery of the self is achieved “through the creative affirmation of the colonial trauma and its existential deviation” (Henry 94) with the help of the creative imagination, a “mythopoetic action,” which operates in “a vertical ‘drama of consciousness’ [that] competes with or displaces the horizontal historical dramas of nationalism, proletarian liberation, or societal reorganisation” (Henry 121). This is a position he shares with other poeticists, particularly Walcott, although his formulation may be slightly different, and it represents, in Henry’s opinion, “the most important discursive influence in Harris’s work” (94).


    The “mythopoetic action” of the creative imagination works on different levels: on the historical level it recognises the necessity for a de-centring agent in all ego-centered historical projects: “In Harris’s view historical action is often the product of the surface layers of an ego-centered mind” (Henry 121). On the psychological level it is realised in the opposition of the centralising role of the ego and the adversarial role of consciousness (or soul) in the regeneration of the self. In both cases it is consciousness that plays the main role: “centralizing tendencies can only be balanced or compensated by the actions of a de-centered agent such as consciousness” (Henry 121). The case of history and Harris’s original interpretation of time and the past will be analysed extensively in the following chapters: here, the attention will be put on the “ontology of consciousness” strictu sensu, which Henry sees as the basis of Harris’s philosophy and “one of the most original philosopical developments in the poeticist tradition” (94).


    The often recalled difficulty of Harris’s philosophy is ascribed by Henry to “his very complex and expansive view of consciousness” and to “the unpredictable ways in which it penetrates and interacts with the worlds of self, society, and nature” (95). The definition of consciousness as formulated by Henry has a particular quality of inner contradiction that perfectly fits Harris’s rhetoric: “consciousness is a universal living medium whose activities are necessary for the emergence and sustenance of all life forms” (95). It is a consciousness “that can be the unconscious of material life forms” (94). This apparent contradiction is explainable if we consider Harris’s own words:


    When I speak of the unconscious I am not only speaking of the human unconscious, but of the unconscious that resides in objects, in trees and in rivers, I am suggesting that there is a psyche, a mysterious entity that links us to the unconscious in nature. (“Composition” 20)


    It is this same entity, whether defined positively as “mysterious psyche” or as unconscious, that closely recalls Jung’s “collective unconscious,” although Harris expresses some doubt: “I don’t know if it is the best term. I would rather call it the world’s unconscious” (“Judgment” 25). Henry interprets this concept as “the unconscious existence of consciousness” (95) whose behaviour he associates to Hegel’s spirit, but much more interestingly to traditional African religion, as will be discussed later. Other core aspects of consciousness are identified by Henry in the “founding capability,” “unending creativity” which is so strongly supported by Harris, against any attempt at intellectual grasping and fixity of theory: “[a]t their best such attempts will produce only revealing traces or fragmentary revelations of its vastness” (Henry 95). The images used by Harris to represent these traces are many and varied, including “living fossils” and “absent presence” in a sort of “quantum representation” of the mentioned “world’s unconscious.” Despite the elusiveness, its traces, according to Harris, are enough for us to recognise the creative impact it imposes on the social world as an “objective process.” Therefore, the tradition and culture of a people enter a new dimension in which, according to Henry, they are “not just human creations but also manifestations and meditations of a unique relationship with universal consciousness” (96).


    Consciousness, as theorised by Harris (Imagination),[4] does not play its creative role exclusively in the universal dimension of the “world’s unconscious,” it is a structural element in the formation of the self. It has been discussed above how this dimension is inscribed in Caribbean poeticism. However, the struggle between ego and consciousness, as it appears in Harris’s work (conscious/unconscious), can be connected to and explained in relation with African philosophy. In traditional African philosophy, particularly among the Akan, there are three main divisions of the human person: “the Okra, or soul, the sunsum, or ego, and the honan, or body” (Henry 27). A complete individual is “the ontic unity” (28) of these three parts, and the fulfilment of the sunsum is strictly dependent on “the guidelines encoded with the Okra” (28). This interdependency, however, is not easily realised, but it generates several contradictions leading to a sort of conflict between the Okra and sunsum in the process of self-formation, a “cosmogonic challenge” which is “[a]t the core of African existentialism” (Henry 31). This parallels Harris’s conscious/unconscious, or, in Henry’s terms, the ego/consciousness relationship. Regarding this struggle, Henry goes into more specific ground, which will be here reported with necessary simplification: nevertheless, the main concepts are not extremely difficult to grasp and they can help a deeper understanding of the basis, often taken for granted, of Harris’s thought which will support subsequent discussion of particular aspects.


    According to Henry, “the ego is [in] a relation of self-concealment in which consciousness transforms itself into an absent presence” (97). As an intentional structure, he continues, “the ego has self-creative powers” (97) and this self-institution tends to absoluteness and complicates the dialectic with consciousness: “the more absolutely it believes in the reality it has created, the less it is able to experience consciousness” (97). These constitutive tendencies of the ego are pre-reflective and justify the intentional structure which allows the ego “to define, recognize and respond to internal and external threats” (Henry 97). However, this tendency is extremely prone to error and can be paralleled with the “cosmogonic difficulties of the ego in African existentialism” (7) in which the subversive tendency of the sunsum “toward the everyday world” leads to “misguided attempts to usurp or replace” the Okra’s “creative authority” (32). Harris’s “ontological dynamic between the ego and consciousness” is similar to this process and identifies as a precondition the role of the ego in distinguishing analytically “binary opposites that exist side by side in consciousness” (Henry 97). This state of closure is referred to by Harris in “clearly Heideggerian terms [...] as ‘ontic tautology’“ and in imagistic terms as “straitjacket” or “embalmed facts” and it parallels “hardening tendencies in the institutions and social practices that maintain the reality of the social world” (Henry 98).


    The idea of “mechanical institutions” is what informs Harris’s rejection of an “ontological paramountcy of the world of everyday life” (Henry 98). In relation to the analytic tendency of the ego it is important to quote Harris: “we live in a world where we fasten on the word clarity, where everything has to be clear. But how often do we deceive ourselves? In our blindness we mistake our clarity for sight, and we have to judge that clarity as partial” (Harris, “Judgment” 20). This dynamic relationship between analytic ego and intuitive consciousness in the interpretation of the phenomena of reality reveals fundamental differences from the intellectualistic “explosion of the object” theorised by Shaw and discussed above: it does not deny the role of the ego, it prevents it from excessive closure. Harris says: “I feel that one may fall into the trap of intellectualising issues which lie so much deeper” (interview by Riach 34).


    According to Henry, Harris’s “ontology of the everyday ego” parallels Western existentialism, particularly “Sartre’s ontology of the human self” and reflects “the regulatory negations by which the ego is shaken out of its spiritual ignorance in African existentialism” (98). The function of Harris’s consciousness is performed, in Henry’s philosophical translation, in the disturbing role it plays in “voiding or de-intentionalizing an area of the self-activity” (Henry 98-99) and fulfilled in the positioning of the ego in what Harris calls “void” or “abyss.” The new dimension of the “void” forces the ego to face realities other than its own. It is in the “eruption of the concealed consciousness into the life of the ego” that Harris mainly finds the material for his fiction and for his philosophy: “The unconscious can erupt through the conscious and address one in a startling way that strikes at one’s prepossessions. So one finds that one’s prepossessions, which are so dear to one, are dislodged” (“Composition” 16).[5] The unwanted intrusion of universal consciousness “illuminates a key concept in African magical discourse” (Henry 99) especially “the theft of an individual’s vital force by an intrusive deity, ancestor, or human being” (99) which, according to Henry, is characterised by the same “experience of loss or negat[ion] of intentionality” of the Harrisian “void,” revealing “the oppositional relationship between ego and spiritual ground” (99). There are many examples in Harris’s fiction of this intrusive role of consciousness, whether it be through dreams or visions or particular moments, both in fiction and in the creative process. In this context, the frequent literary device by which Harris introduces his own fictional characters into different novels has already been mentioned, but after Henry’s reading it is possible to give this practice a deeper philosophical meaning. The intrusion of fictional characters is even more startling when it comes to the confession he makes about aspects of the creative process in real life:


    A couple of weeks ago I was sitting in my study. I had typed out very carefully the address I was to give this evening. I had placed it at the side of my typewriter. It looked neat – everything seemed satisfactory and happy – and then Aunt Alicia, one of the characters from The Four Banks of the River of Space, entered the room. I saw that she had something in mind which I would not relish, and indeed before I could blink she had seized my typescript and torn it into scraps and flung it on the floor. Then she said to me: ‘That’s no good. No sort of formal essay for you. No over-simplifications. Speak out of your vulnerability. Speak from within the resources of your creative experience.’ (Harris, “Fabric” A 69)


    Actually he has often followed this advice and he has stressed several times the fact that his creative process has much to do with visionary intuition:


    In other words, the narrative seems to “revise” itself of its own accord. One concentrates on it as closely as one can. One does all that he can. But there are clues that come into the narrative as if they are planted by another hand, as if they come out of the unconscious. One looks at those and, instead of cutting them out as irrelevant, one works with them. (Harris, “Fabric” A 71)


    On another level, those intrusions of consciousness contribute to clarify certain issues such as the one that has been raised in the analysis of James’s essay about man’s presumed position of primacy in terms of true existence while animals, trees and all inanimate entities would be relegated to an incomplete existence. It should be clear, by now, that the idea of “world’s consciousness” comprises diverse manifestations of reality, and the intrusion of consciousness into the reality of the ego can be effected not only through human beings. This is particularly the case of Guyanese landscapes:


    I sensed that I was being tested very deeply about the nature of reality, how I viewed reality, and not just by the people but by the landscape, which for a long time people had accepted as passive. I mean there are formidable writers who declared that landscape is a passive creature. But landscape is not a passive creature because it has rhythms, it has complexities, it has dimensions, that address one in terms of all sorts of faculties that one eclipsed in oneself. The landscape, the life of the landscape, would seem therefore to have to do with some mystery of psyche which one shares with non-being. There is a link between being and what one calls non-being. (Harris, “Composition” 17)


    Even more radically, it is often by means of the intervention of such “living fossils” that the mind of the artist, of the dreamer or of other archetypal characters of Harris’s is illumined by the vision of “realms beyond bland convention” (Beggar 149), “realms of opposites” (Beggar 97) or other forms of “universal consciousness.” James’s statement about the importance of language in Harris’s work is not incorrect, but it must be included in a broader vision in which the borders of language expand revealing “the inadequacies of using the language as a tool” (Harris, interview by Riach 35) and reaching a sort of archetypal language of consciousness:


    For example, you go into the interior of Guyana [...] if you come upon a man who appears to have nothing to say, it is as if his tongue exists in the rock, or it exists in the bark of a tree which is very old and which has all sorts of peculiar markings on it. The tide has risen, so you can see that on an ancient tree, that at one stage the floodwaters rose and left a mark there, and so on and so forth. His eloquence comes out of a whole body of resources which need to be translated. This, to some extent, has been translated, that body has been translated, but you can never completely translate that body of resources. The dumb creature, then, pushes one into the cavern of oneself in which some other tongue exists in addition to the tongue that one has, the tongue that has been conditioned to speak in a certain way and is locked into a certain kind of tautology. (Harris, “Composition” 17)
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