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Susanne Reichl’'s and Bénédicte Ledent’s books on ‘Black British’ literature are well informed, comprehensive,
extremely helpful, and very readable. Susanne Reichl confesses to being guilty of ‘blatant eclecticism’ in her use of
approaches to the politics and transcultural mediation of ethnicity in ‘Black British’ novels. Her array of theories
comprises of no less than cultural studies, film studies, intertextuality, reader response theory, postcolonial ideology,
semiotics, sociolinguistics, and translation studies. In what 1 would call a fuzzy logic mode, she combines various
abstract concepts in order to form a general and comprehensive model of encoding and decoding ethnicity rather than
discussing the compatibility of critical methods in detail. For pragmatic reasons, Reichl has to restrict her analysis to
the process of reception via the construction of a model reader ‘in the contact zone between sender and receiver’ in
the context of a multi- and transcultural society. She takes a close look at extra- and para-textual factors, such as the
visual and verbal design of book covers, dedications, prefaces, and glossaries, which serve as ‘thresholds of
interpretation’ (Genette), and at the opening lines of the novels as the transition zone between the real world and the
fictional one. In addition, she focuses on the use of languages other than English in the form and function of ‘cultural
translation, dubbing, and the use of non-standard language in... Black British novels as contact zones of heteroglossia’.
Her complex analysis of code-switching by marked lexical items from a foreign language, her understanding of
inaccessible foreign words as metasigns, and her interpretation of the diverse forms and functions of dubbing ethnic
characters’ original language by the language of narration are particularly enlightening.

At the extreme ends of cultural translation, Reichl locates Sam Selvon’s Lonely Londoners, which foregrounds
ethnicity and confronts the reader with otherness by its Caribbean language in discourse and story, and Hanif
Kureishi’s Intimacy, which only yields oblique glimpses at ethnic difference, which can easily be overlooked by the
inattentive reader. Reichl maps the territory in between these extreme positions by three broad categories of
constructing reader relationships: (1) some books encourage readers to digest a complex diversity of cultures, (2)
some teach readers by more or less explicitly translating cultures, and (3) others manipulate readers by restricting
rather than enhancing their encounter with otherness. Diran Adebayo’s Some Kind of Black and Meera Syal’s Life Isn't
All Ha Ha Hee Hee present multiple roles, points of view, and languages taken on by characters between cultures,
thereby offering the reader cultural and linguistic heterogeneity. Other novels resort to didactic mediation, such as
Meera Syal’s Anita and Me, which explains ethnic differences within the story, and Ravinder Randhawa’s Hari-jan,
which provides a glossary in a less obtrusive way of translating otherness. Novels of the first two varieties
foreground complexity, eclecticism, and optimism in cross-cultural communication while asserting similarities
without negating differences between cultures.

Reichl disparages books that ‘manipulate the reader towards adopting and maintaining a particular cultural frame
of reference throughout the reading process... by a strategic use of language’ (p 113). She grants that Timothy Mo’s
manipulation of readers by using Western stereotypes to meet their taste in Sour Sweet is counteracted by an ironic
self-reflection of its strategy but she finds no such
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qualification in Buchi Emecheta’s Second-Class Citizen. Emecheta’s novel, Reichl argues, covertly draws the reader on
the protagonist’s side because it privileges British culture as a reference system, and even while the protagonist
oscillates between cultures the text downplays the African heritage. While 1 totally agree with Reich’s precise analysis
of the text and its shortcomings, I find her judgement of its covert manipulation of the reader too strong because its
bias is rather obvious, motivated by the character’s development, and complemented by a critical view of English
society. Strictly speaking, Reichl’s definition of the decoding process of ethnic semiosis, which ‘alters the reader’s
horizon of expectations, thus changing not only the reader’s cultural awareness and competence but also the various
cultural continua of which these signs are portions’ (p 54), would not apply to Mo’s and Emecheta’s texts. However,
I would argue that both Mo’s and Emecheta’s novels not only endorse but to some extent expose the limited cultural
construction of ethnicity.

Bénédicte Ledent scrutinises Caryl Phillips’ work, which is not discussed in depth by Reichl. Ledent’s study is
remarkable for her acute and concise interpretations, which include multiple discussions of biographical implications,
of intertextual references to both Western and post-colonial literatures, and of postcolonial criticism and theory. In
her overview of Phillips’ development, she pays close attention to links between and within his fictional and
expository works, and charts his growth from the more limited topics and traditional structures of his early novels to
his widening of topics and use of experimental structures. Ledent is right when she argues that ‘Phillips has defined a
new Caribbean migrant ethos, and thereby laid the foundations of an aesthetic of displaced Caribbeanness with
universal dimensions’ (p 15). However, | find her use of the term ‘post-migratory’to characterise his aesthetics
misleading because migration is such a dominant factor in his work. Ledent writes that Phillips’ early novels, The Final
Passage and A State of Independence, establish a critical point-of- view of both the Caribbean and England as spheres of
displacement and disillusionment, without, however, reducing the characters to mere victims of circumstances.
Phillips regards the Caribbean diaspora in an ambivalent way because the cross-cultural encounter results in both loss
and gain. His sensitive portrayal of female perspectives and of existentialist individual alienation rather than of
communal experience already points to the more comprehensive later works. Ledent maintains that the later phase of
Phillips’ output, HigherGround, Cambridge, Crossing the River, The Nature of Blood, develops a more complex sense of
displacement and corresponding narrative structures than his earlier work. Phillips’ mature novels expand the
geography of diaspora from contemporary relationships between Great Britain and the Caribbean to the black
Atlantic, and the history of diaspora beyond that of Africans to that of ancient and modern Jews. He adequately
represents his network of topics in fragmented strands of diverse stories, which are interwoven by repetitions of
events, leitmotifs, and imagery. Ledent convincingly argues that in spite of postmodern features, Phillips’ work
represents a postcolonial agenda. He combines postmodern ‘techniques such as narrative fragmentation, decentring,
polyphony and intertextuality... irony... the relativity of truth, the constructedness of all discourses, and the
contingency of identity’ (pp 165-166) with a postcolonial humanism, negotiation of history and of politics. Ledent’s
excellent study with its finely balanced judgement of aesthetics and politics forms a high standard against which
future research on Caryl Phillips will be measured.
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