Bringing Postcolonialism home

Few would argue today that postcolonialism as a critical framework is irrelevant to the study of modern Wales, its culture and literatures. While it is entirely possible to argue that it is the wrong framework for Wales, for historical and definitional reasons, just as it is possible to argue – after Saunders Lewis – that there is no Anglo-Welsh literature, the stimulating use to which this framework has been put in recent years places its relevance beyond doubt. I am thinking, for example, of Kirsti Bohata’s Postcolonialism Revisited (Cardiff: UWP, 2004), or this summer’s Postcolonial Wales, ed Jane Aaron and Chris Williams (Cardiff: UWP, 2005), not to mention the pioneering work of Wynn Thomas in re-reading the two literatures of Wales through the lens of postcolonial criticism, in particular his Corresponding Cultures: The Two Literatures of Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1999). Fewer still, I think, would argue that postcolonialism is irrelevant to Ireland and to Anglo-Irish literature. Of all the Celtic countries or regions it was to Ireland that postcolonialism came first, and McCormack is credited with deliberately modelling ‘Celticism’ on ‘Orientalism’, in order to describe a certain discourse inaugurated by Renan/Arnold.
 More recently this approach has been built on in the influential work of Declan Kiberd, for instance in his Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation (London: Vintage, 1996).

But all this thought-provoking work, now stretching back some decades, has been achieved in spite of mainstream postcolonial theory. The exclusionary gesture in the introduction to one of the seminal works in postcolonial studies has often been singled out for comment; in their The Empire Writes Back Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin state categorically: 

While it is possible to argue that these societies were the first victims of English expansion, their subsequent complicity in the British imperial enterprise makes it difficult for colonized peoples outside Britain to accept their identity as post-colonial.

It is by now commonplace to castigate Edward Said - of Orientalism (1978) fame - and his followers for making their own blanket statements about the West. Critics of Anglo-Irish literature in particular have shown the inadequacies of an approach predicated on a homogenized ‘Western world’, as discussed in a recent article by Daniel Williams:  ‘Pan-Celticism and the Limits of Post-Colonialism’.
 Many critics, from various Celtic parts have shown, though, how the very length of a given ‘colonial’ situation can make it an important addition to the portfolio of case-studies. For instance Robert Crawford in Devolving English Literature argues the case for Scotland as offering the longest continuing example of a substantial body of literature ‘produced by a culture pressurized by the threat of English cultural domination’.
 

Though there has been significant work on bringing the Celtic peripheries of Great Britain into contact with postcolonial studies, the only major non-Anglophone speaking Celtic region has received relatively little attention. Brittany suffers two layers of neglect. Firstly, as I have already mentioned, because postcolonial studies have excluded ‘ancient’ colonizations. Secondly because postcolonial studies have been rather slow in giving serious attention to French-language material, and this despite relying heavily on French theory. This paradox is one of the motivating factors behind the recent collection of essays: Postcolonial Studies: A Critical Introduction, ed. Charles Forsdick and David Murphy, as they explain in their introduction.
 So it is hardly surprising that postcolonial studies have only very recently begun to have an impact on the study of the literatures of Brittany, notably in the work of critics at the Centre d’Études des Littératures et Civilisations Francophones at the University of Rennes, diffused through the journal Plurial; they have adapted the framework to the particular bicultural situation in modern Brittany, putting it in parallel with other better-publicized examples of ‘métissage’, notably the Maghreb and Québec. In this paper shall survey the impact so far of postcolonial thinking on Brittany’s culture, with particular focus on literature, while also discussing its relevance to a region not normally recognized as postcolonial. 

Brittany has been considered too close to home to fit the postcolonial criticism paradigm, although a closer look shows that there is a comparable postcolonial situation. Briefly Brittany lost its independence in 1532 with the marriage of the Duchesse Anne to the king of France. Fast forward to the nineteenth century, when French writers and administrators – from Balzac to government officials - used the vocabulary of colonialism to describe Brittany.
 Fast forward again to the twentieth century to the politicization of the Breton movement (that had been a cultural movement from its birth in the early nineteenth century), and the emergence of the self-styled ‘poets of decolonization’ in the 1960s and 1970s. 

This time in the 1960s and 1970s was a turning point for the Breton movement and the decolonization happening on the world stage is inseparable from its story. In 1972 the UDB (Union Démocratique Bretonne) published a pamphlet entitled Bretagne = colonie (Rennes, 1972). The founding of the UDB in 1964 had marked the definitive shift of the Breton movement from right to left (though the Breton movement had been strongly anti-colonial throughout the twentieth century). The seemingly innocent ‘=’ sign used in the title sums up the issues, whatever we take it to mean: Brittany is a colony, or Brittany is like a colony, or Brittany was a colony in 1972, or indeed Brittany has been a colony since 1532, this was more than just a title, or even a mission statement; this was part of an attempt to define, or re-define Brittany and its status, by bringing postcolonialism home. 

In what sense is Brittany a colony?

So something changed in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The claim ‘Bretagne = colonie’ becomes not just a point of comparison, or perhaps a metaphor, but a slogan, and more than that, it marks a new episode in the history of the Breton movement. Gradually, during the course of the twentieth century, writers turned more and more to look at what France was doing in the rest of the world, and it is when they come to focus on the behaviour of France on the world stage in an era of decolonization, that the use of the colonial point of comparison is codified and crystallized, and the term ‘internal colonialism’ is born (though there is a long pre-history to the use of ‘colonialism’ as at least a point of comparison for the problems of Brittany).
 Awareness of its relevance seems to grow with the Algerian war – unsurprisingly; for instance Morvan Lebesque in his celebrated Comment peut-on être breton? of 1970, claims he has hated France since the Algerian war (p. vii). Lebesque’s book is the classic example, where the ‘colonial’ point of comparison is a leitmotif:
Luttant pour réclamer une solution démocratique en Algérie, ils ont été conduits à réfléchir en même temps à la situation concrète du peuple breton et, par voie de comparaison, à découvrir le caractère colonial de cette situation (mais sans identification simpliste). Ils ont ainsi indissolublement lié leur combat pour la décolonisation de la Bretagne au combat pour le socialisme (p. 106). 
L’ère de la décolonisation intérieure d’Etats capitalistes est à réaliser, maintenant que la décolonisation politique du Tiers-Monde est avancée (p. 110).
This point is also made explicitly in the UDB’s statement of genesis: 

L’UDB a été fondée en 1964 par un groupe de jeunes qui avaient pris conscience, à la lumière de la guerre d’Algérie et des premières manifestations populaires, du malaise breton, de la situation coloniale de la Bretagne au sein de l’Etat français, (Bretagne=colonie (Rennes: UDB, 1972), p. 105) 

The text contains a careful definition of ‘colonie’ in its economic, social and cultural aspects. More than a simple comparison, this approach is actually inspired by the writings of francophone theorists. There is explicit reference to Memmi’s ‘Portrait du colonisateur et du colonisé’, in explaining how Brittany fulfils the criteria of cultural colonialism. Also Sekou Touré, theorist of Africa, is cited as an authority on the criteria for definition as ‘colonisé’ (p. 41).

Working in close contact with the Occitan movement, and taking the lead from its most prolific theorist Robert Lafont (La Révolution régionaliste), ‘Bretagne=colonie’ was built into a coherent doctrine, and a whole political movement. So to sum up, according to this document Brittany is a colony because of the relationship it has with the French State, and also because it quite simply fulfils the criteria set out by other theorists.

Why literature

The ‘=’ employed in this twentieth-century highpoint of Breton feeling seems a far cry from that other, perhaps more familiar slogan of the previous century’s revival: ‘Bretaigne est poésie’, or ‘Brittany = poetry’. At first glance we might think that the political act of constructing an argument about Brittany’s treatment by France, which culminates in the statement that Brittany is ‘a colony’, could not be further removed from the land of bards, druids and legend bequeathed to us by European Romanticism. The ‘Brittany’ we are dealing with in the late twentieth century has shed its aura of poeticness, and the prettiness that went with that notion in the nineteenth century, to reveal a brutally honest picture. Brittany has exchanged its noble savages for a modern, oppressed proletariat.

However, poetry and politics are not polar opposites; we could go as far as to say, in the case of Brittany, that poetry = politics. It is widely accepted that one cannot tell the story of the birth of Breton national feeling, or the Breton movement, during the Romantic revival without making a long excursion into the world of literature, and especially that of poetry. To take the most famous Breton product of the nineteenth century, La Villemarqué’s Barzaz Breiz (1839), it has frequently been argued, for instance by historian Jean-Yves Guiomar, that the ‘mouvement breton’, or ‘le bretonisme’, would not have existed without the Barzaz Breiz.
 The impact of discovering La Villemarqué’s collection of ballads on the political understanding of an individual is mentioned, along with the efect of the Algerian war, in the early stages of Morvan Lebesque’s energetic re-telling of the history of Brittany Comment peut-on être breton?
 Even Jack Reece, whose project in The Bretons against France (1977) is entirely politico-historical, stresses the importance of this collection of poetry (p. 26). But things certainly move up a gear in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and for political activists in Brittany at this time, ‘révolutionnaires’ as they would have called themselves, a poetic utterance was a political act. So ‘Bretagne = colonie’ is inseparable from ‘Bretaigne est poésie’. I want to spend the rest of the time looking at this complex relationship between literature and postcolonialism. 

Subversion of ‘Bretaigne est poésie’

The most straightforward way of looking at their relationship is to see the modern poetry of decolonization as the ultimate subversion of the romantic clichés beloved of the nineteenth-century revival ‘celtomanes’ [Celtomaniacs]. This subversion goes back a long way; one of the earliest parodies of ‘celtomania’ is by Flaubert in his travel book on Brittany co-authored with his companion Maxime du Camp, Par les champs et par les grèves. After giving us an expository account of the origins of the ancient stone alignments at Carnac, in the form of a relentless listing of one erudite theory after the next, which all see the stones as overflowing with meaning, Flaubert concludes: ‘ce sont de grosses pierres’, so refusing to join in the game of interpretation. The wonderful humour of this visitor to Brittany (from Normandy, but travelling from Paris as a Parisian) is matched by the Breton-born poet Tristan Corbière in the violently disruptive poetic textures of Les Amours jaunes (1873). To give you just one example, his poem ‘La Fin’ rejects Romantic clichés of the sea, and euphemisms (à la Victor Hugo) about sailors heroically losing their lives at sea by claiming: 

‘Eh bien, tous ces marins…

Sont morts…

Allons! C’est leur métier; ils sont morts dans leurs bottes! (Corbière, ‘La Fin’).

In stating here: ‘so what if sailors die, it’s their job…’ Corbière is refusing to make artistic capital out of the death of sailors, and subverting a favourite Romantic cliché.

The rejection of clichés becomes paramount and systematic in the work of 1970s poets of decolonization such as: Paol Keineg, Christian Keginer, Yann-Ber Piriou. Their stormy relationship with the poetry of perfect cadences and regular rhythms is evident on every page. Here is an example from the opening stanza of Paol Keineg’s poem entitled ‘Il est défendu de cracher par terre et de parler Breton’. The title says it all, he is using politics to make poetry:

Lèvres et yeux gommés

os de la face éclatés

gisements de sang froid dans les veines

racines des doigts tranchées

aubépine fanée de notre haleine 

(Paol Keineg, ‘Il est défendu de cracher par terre et de parler Breton’, Barzhonegoù-trakt (Poèmes tracts) (1971))

- the state of humanity here is a sorry one, the picture is neither Celtic nor seafaring and heroic, it is perhaps savage, but not noble, it is certainly not pretty, the human is destroyed, and the only hint of plant life, the usually grand and inspiring Breton nature, is ‘fanée’ - dying. This is a picture of exploitation, oppression, wretchedness, in short, of a colonized people.

The rejection of Romanticism’s Brittany is not just implicit, or the hypothesis of an over-sensitive literary critic, but is also made explicit in the stated aims of these poets, in their prefaces. This is Yann-Ber Piriou in his 1971 preface to the anthology Défense de cracher par terre et de parler breton:

Après La Villemarqué, il nous fallut subir les “bardes”! …On ne jura plus que par les “vieux costumes de nos pères”, la Duchesse Anne, les sabots de bois, et les caves de M. De La Guichardière ou de L’Estourbeillon. (Yann-Ber Piriou (ed.), Défense de cracher par terre et de parler breton: poèmes de combat (1950-1970) (Paris: Oswald, 1971), p.15) 

The only literary Brittany allowed (by Paris) was the one that followed a strict recipe of acceptable, harmless images of Bretonness. Here Piriou conveniently lists for us all the hated clichés that have been stifling Brittany for over a century: 

On prend un calvaire, deux clochers à jour, trois coiffes, quelques notes de biniou; on agrémente d’un bouquet d’ajonc d’or, d’une touffe de bruyère, d’un brin de genêt; on brasse du vent, de la pluie et de la brume; on marie le cidre doux aux crêpes dentelle. Les korrigans de la lande interviennent alors qui assurent la transfiguration mystique du décor en y associant une duchesse, deux chouans, un pêcheur d’Islande, quelques cols bleus, un trio de bonnes sœurs, un recteur de paroisse, une demi-douzaine d’anciens combattants et un quarteron de ministres inconditionnellement dévoués à la cause de la France éternelle, (Piriou, Yann-Ber (ed.), Défense de cracher par terre et de parler breton: poèmes de combat (1950-1970. Anthologie bilingue) (Paris: Oswald, 1971) (pp. 5-6))

This rejection is not surprising, and in keeping with the trajectories of other minority cultures. It has recently been argued by William Calin in a book-length study Minority Literatures and Modernism (2000) that this is typical of ‘modernism’ in a minority culture. He shows how the systematic rejection of Romantic clichés is something of a rite of passage for Breton, Occitan and Scottish literature in the twentieth century. 

Beyond ‘subversion’ (also a continuation)

The poetry of decolonization retains and re-confirms the importance of poetry as a medium. But how can a poetic utterance be a political act? what does poetry have to do with politics? 

It is widely accepted that places are invented in literature. We only need to glance at postcolonial theory to see a recent re-statement of this idea under discussion of the importance of literature to Empire, and its effect on identities. Literature, in the words of The Empire Writes Back, ‘was made as central to the cultural enterprise of Empire as the monarchy was to its political formation’.
 Literature is where images, both positive and negative, are formed, refined, and learnt.

The poets of decolonization go a step further in their understanding of how a poetic utterance can be a political act:

1. colonies as subject-matter

2. meaning of ‘poésie révolutionnaire’

3. reclaiming of word ‘barde’
Subject-matter

Their poetry is infused by colonial themes. There are descriptions of colonial situations, comparisons with, statements of solidarity with other colonies, both external and internal, poems, or collections are dedicated to, or inspired by great francophone poets and political theorists: Aimé Césaire, Albert Memmi, Sekou Touré.

Paol Keineg’s first collection, Le Poème du pays qui a faim (1966) is dedicated to friends in the UDB, and Césaire is one of the epigraphs. He describes Brittany as a colony, writing (in both French and Breton) about the oppression of the Bretons, about the French as ‘colonialists’, and presenting Brittany as destroyed, as the slave of Paris, and as despoiled by the French. 

We find statements of solidarity with other colonies:

c’est un de nos villages qui brûle 

quand un de nos frères saccage un village vietnamien

c’est nous tous qu’il assassine

quand il fracasse le crâne d’un enfant algérien, 

(Paol Keineg, Hommes liges des talus en transes, réédition augmentée de Le poème du pays qui a faim, et suivi de Vent de Harlem, préface de Gwenc’hlan Le Scouëzec (Paris: P. J. Oswald, 1969), p. 52)

We find dedications:

‘Hommes liges’, written 1968, in Brest and Merthyr Tydfil is dedicated to ETA (Euzkadi ta Azkatasuna) ‘victimes de la répression française et espagnole’. ‘Vent de Harlem’, written in 1966, is dedicated to Malcolm X:

je te salue Malcolm X

pour ta chaleur de nègre libre, 

(ibid. p. 104) 

Yann-Ber Piriou, in his preface to the anthology gives us a potted history of the literature of Brittany; he cites passages on oppression from the Barzaz Breiz, with the comment: 

Où sommes-nous donc? En Bretagne, en Algérie, au Kurdistan ou au Vietnam?, 

Piriou, Yann-Ber (ed.), Défense de cracher par terre et de parler breton: poèmes de combat (1950-1970. Anthologie bilingue) (Paris: Oswald, 1971), p. 14

In describing new generation of poets Piriou draws comparisons with Algerians who have lost their mother tongue, and Basques, and the collection is dedicated to: 

aux Africains et aux Antillais qui savent ce qu’”être colonise” veut dire; aux Français; aux Occitans, aux Catalans; aux Basques de l’Hexagone, (Piriou, Yann-Ber (ed.), Défense de cracher par terre et de parler breton: poèmes de combat (1950-1970. Anthologie bilingue) (Paris: Oswald, 1971), p. 36)

and the poems are themselves full of references to these countries; some titles will suffice: ‘Arab, va breur karet’ p. 70, ‘L’Enfant algérien’, p. 151. 

Poésie révolutionnaire

But there is a more subtle sense in which poetry, for them, is political. Christian Keginer undertakes the task of setting this out in a piece with the unequivocal title: ‘Une poésie révolutionnaire bretonne existe’ (Brest, avril 1972), pp. 69-72. He explains here that revolutionary poetry does not mean poetry with revolution as subject-matter: ‘non pas poétiser la révolution, mais la faire dans le poème’. No, Breton poetry of French expression, he claims, is by definition and necessarily political, and revolutionary:

le poète noir qui écrit en français doit saisir qu’il est Noir pour cesser d’écrire dans la langue française, et parler enfin dans la langue noire, même si c’est avec des mots français. Ce changement est véritablement une révolution. Il s’accompagne forcément, et c’est la même démarche, d’une analyse radicale da la situation coloniale du pays, l’un et l’autre ne naissant que l’un par l’autre, pour finir par ne faire qu’une seule attitude combattante. On comprend donc qu’il est inutile d’ajouter le mot révolutionnaire à l’expression poésie bretonne de langue français qui signifie, par le caractère subversif de sa seule existence : poésie révolutionnaire’, (Keginer, Un dépaysement, précédé d’une Mise au point et suivi d’un Point de départ (Une poésie révolutionnaire bretonne existe), préface de Paol Keineg (Paris: Oswald, 1972), p. 69)

A further piece: ‘Mise au point’ (1972), pp. 9-10, is a statement of the project and a justification of term: ‘décolonisation poétique’:

La poésie bretonne de langue française – c’est par cette contra-diction qu’elle est politiquement révolutionnaire – entretient avec la langue française des rapports incestueux et meurtiers : née de cette langue étrangère, quoique sa source soit ailleurs, elle s’y marie afin de la mieux détruire, et pourtant son exigence propre la lui fait aimer et servir. Or c’est là que peut se fonder une plus haute victoire : la poésie bretonne de langue française est, au départ, doublement colonisée, d’une part comme poésie bretonne se sachant telle, de l’autre comme poésie bretonne de langue française, elle sera donc à décoloniser deux fois; elle sera doublement décolonisatrice, car jusqu’au fond d’elle même, elle en appelle à l’autre. Elle seule instaure réellement le rapport poétique entre la présence de la langue des autres et l’absence de la sienne propre, présence et absence qui constituent le fait linguistique majeur du peuple breton. (Keginer, ‘Mise au point’, Morlaix, août 1972, Keginer, Kristian, Un dépaysement, précédé d’une Mise au point et suivi d’un Point de départ (Une poésie révolutionnaire bretonne existe), préface de Paol Keineg (Paris: Oswald, 1972))

Reclaiming the word ‘barde’

The importance of poetry comes full circle with the reclaiming, or the subversion, of the word ‘barde’ itself. Le Scouëzec presents Keineg as voice of his people by claiming that he is less a poet than a ‘barde’, and linking him with ancient Welsh bards (Llywarch Hen).
 Similarly Keginer links Keineg and Gwernig with Taliesin and Myrddinn in an attempt to reclaim the label ‘barde’ from the realms of folklore, and to use it to describe revolutionary poets.

Poetry as politics

Even so, one could argue that these fiery statements have little to do with real politics, and belong mainly in the domain of the postcolonial literary critic (a field that took off in the case of Brittany only in the 1990s). But this poetry was meant to be read or sung aloud at gatherings and to be immediately accessible to the masses. Many of the 1960s poems were turned into popular songs when put to music by Glenmor, Stivell, Servat, the Tri Yann, and thus increased their audience. Music was an essential part of the protest in Occitania also. Perhaps this is the most real way in which it is politics.

But this poetry was conceived as a political act in the same sense as a tract (poésie-tract, p. 282).
Conclusion

So we have established that the claim ‘Bretagne = colonie’ was made in poetry, and is certainly inseparable from poetry and poeticness.

If Parisian writers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were allowed to i) compare Brittany to a colony, and ii) arguably treat it like a colony, then the 1970s claim that Brittany is a colony, or even is like a colony, seems only fair; and by the same token the 1990s claim that Breton literature requires a postcolonial framework is also difficult to argue with.

Bringing Postcolonialism home: the case of Brittany

1.
L’UDB a été fondée en 1964 par un groupe de jeunes qui avaient pris conscience, à la lumière de la guerre d’Algérie et des premières manifestations populaires, du malaise breton, de la situation coloniale de la Bretagne au sein de l’Etat français, (Bretagne=colonie (Rennes: UDB, 1972), p. 105) 

2.
Lèvres et yeux gommés

os de la face éclatés

gisements de sang froid dans les veines

racines des doigts tranchées

aubépine fanée de notre haleine 

(Paol Keineg, ‘Il est défendu de cracher par terre et de parler Breton’, Barzhonegoù-trakt (Poèmes tracts) (1971))

[Eyes and lips erased

face of scattered bones 

veins of cold blood

fingers sliced

breath of dying hawthorn]

3.
Après La Villemarqué, il nous fallut subir les “bardes”! …On ne jura plus que par les “vieux costumes de nos pères”, la Duchesse Anne, les sabots de bois, et les caves de M. De La Guichardière ou de L’Estourbeillon. (Yann-Ber Piriou (ed.), Défense de cracher par terre et de parler breton: poèmes de combat (1950-1970) (Paris: Oswald, 1971), p.15) 

4.
c’est un de nos villages qui brûle 

quand un de nos frères saccage un village vietnamien

c’est nous tous qu’il assassine

quand il fracasse le crâne d’un enfant algérien, 

(Paol Keineg, Hommes liges des talus en transes, réédition augmentée de Le poème du pays qui a faim, et suivi de Vent de Harlem, préface de Gwenc’hlan Le Scouëzec (Paris: P. J. Oswald, 1969), p. 52)

[it’s one of our villages that burns

when one of our brothers ransacks a village in Vietnam

it’s all of us he is killing

with the smash of an Algerian child’s skull].

5.
aux Africains et aux Antillais qui savent ce qu’”être colonise” veut dire; aux Français; aux Occitans, aux Catalans; aux Basques de l’Hexagone, (Piriou, Yann-Ber (ed.), Défense de cracher par terre et de parler breton: poèmes de combat (1950-1970. Anthologie bilingue) (Paris: Oswald, 1971), p. 36)

6.
le poète noir qui écrit en français doit saisir qu’il est Noir pour cesser d’écrire dans la langue française, et parler enfin dans la langue noire, même si c’est avec des mots français. (Keginer, Un dépaysement, précédé d’une Mise au point et suivi d’un Point de départ (Une poésie révolutionnaire bretonne existe), préface de Paol Keineg (Paris: Oswald, 1972), p. 69)

[the black poet who writes in French must be conscious that he is Black so as to stop writing in the French language, and to write at last in black language, even while using French words].

7.
La poésie bretonne de langue française – c’est par cette contra-diction qu’elle est politiquement révolutionnaire – entretient avec la langue française des rapports incestueux et meurtiers : née de cette langue étrangère, quoique sa source soit ailleurs, elle s’y marie afin de la mieux détruire. (ibid., pp. 9-10)

[Breton poetry in the French language – and it is this contra-diction that makes it politically revolutionary – has an incestuous and murderous relationship with the French language. Born of this foreign language, despite its source being elsewhere, it merges with it so as to better destroy it].*

*Translations are my own
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