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writes in French, but as a political and cultural asylum for exiles, 
postwar France had no reason to question the shift away from a 

native language to the exile's new language, when that new lan- 
guage was French. In this context, Beckett's use of French indi- 
cates an even greater distance from the Irish Renaissance and the 
revival of Gaelic than Joyce's indications of discomfort in A Por- 
trait of the Artist as a Young Man. If Dedalus feels "unrest of spirit" 
when colonialist confrontation focuses on language, it is not be- 
cause Joyce would have wished to abandon English in favor of 
Gaelic. 

Joyce's later ambition to infuse English with other languages 
and to dissolve the boundaries separating one word from another 
challenges notions of racial purity and cultural origins. While 
Joyce rests his case with the question of language, Borges offers a 

more radical response in an interview by Seamus Heaney and 
Richard Kearney on the occasion of the Joyce Centenary in 1982. 
In answer to a question about the existence of a Spanish-Ameri- 
can tradition, Borges comments on his own background: 

Argentina and Uruguay differ from most other Latin-American 
countries in that they possess a mixture of Spanish, Italian, and 
Portuguese cultures which has made for a more European-style 
climate. . . . I myself am descended from Portuguese, Spanish, 
Jewish, and English ancestors. And the English, as Lord Tennyson 
reminds us, are themselves a mixture of many races: "Saxon and 
Celt and Dane are we." There is no such thing as a racial or na- 
tional purity. And even if there were, the imagination would tran- 
scend such limits. Nationalism and literature are therefore natu- 
ral enemies. I do not believe that there exists a specifically Argen- 
tine culture which could only be called "Latin-American" or "His- 
panic-American." The only real Americans are the Indians. The 
rest are Europeans. I like to think of myself therefore as a Euro- 
pean writer in exile. Neither Hispanic nor American, nor His- 
panic-American, but an expatriate European. (qtd. in Kearney 
50 -5 1 ) 

In Beckett's case, the ideological consequences of a national- 
ist (and colonialist) perspective on literature deny both the form 
and content of his oeuvre. With its emphasis on otherness, pas- 
sage, and exile, Beckett's oeuvre radically questions identity. In 
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this sense, Beckett's writing opens a window on the diasporas of 
modernity. The linguistic explosion of the familiar that haunts 
modernity beginning with Baudelaire and Flaubert leads toward 
the writing of these diasporas that have become encoded as post- 
colonial, transnational, and in some cases, as Francophone, in 
the new contexts of globalization. 

Exile and Languages 

It is a miraculous paradox of the writing of exile, beginning 
with Dante, that the experience of the singular subject, the awk- 
ward speaker floundering in a desert of loneliness and violence, 
resonates on the level of a collective loss or the passing-through 
of an ocean or a Trail of Tears. This passage through the terrors of 
the unknown is an element shared by the subjects of diaspora, 
where language itself flounders in a strange element, and where 
literature struggles against opacity to give an account of life. It 
could be argued that Beckett's writing of otherness or of the Other 
eludes the collective dimension of diaspora and of globalization, 
but audience responses to Waiting for Godot (En Attendant Godot) 
and other plays indicate that Beckett reaches audiences precisely 
through his defamiliarizing and de-sentimentalizing representa- 
tions, and that something happens on stage that affects spectators 
at the point of intersection between a subject and a community. 
The passionate response of prisoners from several countries, in- 
cluding many who staged Beckett's first well-known play, is an 
example of Beckett's impact. Allegorical abstraction takes effect 
in something that is often described as "universal": the intersec- 
tion of the singular and the collective. In some of the later writ- 
ings, Beckett's portrayal of a character as "Man" or "Woman" - 
without a proper name, a context, or a social identity outside of 
the minimal situation depicted by the work-adds an additional 
emphasis to a level of allegorical abstraction already present in 
Watt. This type of character is not the universally advertised 
Everyman, the emblem of the human condition in Western Eu- 
ropean allegorical tradition, but rather Every (wo)man's poten- 
tial for loss of dignity, context, and respect in Beckett's created 
world. The Otherness of Beckett's characters lies in the rejection 
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of their marginal status and qualities by a communicative net- 
work or a cultural frame that cannot integrate them. They are 
victims of a structure that turns the status of prisoner inside-out: 
marginalized and rejected, they are Outside; locked up by a struc- 
ture that will not free them from their suffering, they are trapped 
Inside. They are simultaneously in exile and in prison. In most 
cases, their solitude is ambiguously accompanied by a partner, a 

lover, or a companion who reflects their predicament. Outside 
and inside, Beckett shows a man alone (Malone, aptly named, 
one of Ireland's most common family names) putting pencil to 
paper and "creating" an Other of his own. 

Another way of addressing what is at stake in modern alle- 
gory and Beckett's abstractions that minimally represent indi- 
viduals walking on roads, going in and out of buildings, wearing 
hats, and telling stories is the vision of the Other placed at a dis- 
tance from the perceiving subject, reader or spectator. In the light 
of this distance-detachment or estrangement-the Other ap- 
pears as grotesque, incomprehensible, comic, repulsive, and if 
possible, inhuman. An aesthetic of defamiliarization (a term fa- 
miliar to readers of Brecht) that is a leitmotif of Modernism shapes 
Beckett's scripts for fictional and dramatic characters. 
Defamiliarization combines with the repetitions of habit, accord- 
ing to Proust's notion of the habitual and its impact on the sub- 
ject. The defamiliarized but habit-ridden world of Beckett repre- 
sents a point of national origin as a point of descent into the abyss 
rather than as a positive source. An example might be the con- 
nection between some grotesquely horrible Irish songs about 
Irishmen mutilated in war ("Johnny I Hardly Knew Ye" is known 
around the world) and the unnameable protagonist of The Un- 
nameable, first published in French as L'Innommable. The name- 
lessly horrible narrator makes a point of naming a range of 
Beckett's fictional characters from other works-Molloy, Mahood, 
Malone, and Murphy-with the same initial, M. The M seems to 
stand for Man, as the typically Irish names reach toward an ab- 
straction of identity. Brecht's hieratic title of "Man is Man" reaches 
toward the same abstraction, except that Beckett's Men (unlike 
the fictional characters invented by Brecht or Kafka, another 
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modernist master who combines defamiliarization with the daily 
grind of habit) are all Irish. Defamiliarization reshapes the vio- 
lence and death that threaten from without but also from within. 

Defamiliarization banishes nostalgia with the counter-vio- 
lence of allegory that cuts things into pieces. In modernist echoes 
of baroque aesthetics, defamiliarization turns into a mode of rep- 
resentation of the Other, a way of rendering-strange. If the point 
of departure is ideology, then the process of Beckett's ceuvre, this 
rendering-strange of defamiliarization, allows for the possibility 
of reading Beckett across classifications of French literature, 
Anglo-Irish literature, and the more recent categorization of 
Francophone literature among emerging literatures. Beckett's 
biographical trajectory moves him from Ireland to France, and 
from Dublin to Paris, but the trajectory of his writing shuttles 
back and forth between two cities and two worlds of language. 

Beckett's bilingual writing revolves around several forms of 
translation: from French to English, from English to French, and 
from something strange, foreign to language itself, into a written 
text. This strangeness, estrangement, or distance turns into writ- 
ing; defamiliarization is the writing out of an extreme approach 
to a poetics of language. The paradoxical qualities of giving words 
to the unspeakable and of naming the unnameable, of giving a 

voice to the silence of experiences that language captures belat- 
edly-these qualities characterize the writing of the Other. The 
experience of loss is implicated in the strangeness of the Other; 
Beckett observed in his reading of Proust the shift of the object, 
loved and lost, from inside the self to the barren expanses of the 
Other. 

Beckett radicalizes this trajectory when he extends the loss of 
the object to language. This loss is encoded as "nothing"-noth- 
ing known, nothing knowable. In Malone's third-person account 
of Sapo, a fictional figure intended by Malone to represent some 
of his own experience, this unknowing is evoked in terms of the 
non-transparency of language: "Then he was sorry he had not 
learnt the art of thinking ... and sorry he could make no meaning 
of the babel raging in his head, the doubts, desires, imaginings 
and dreads" (Malone Dies 193).' In Beckett's first published ver- 
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sion, the opacity of language is designated as charabia, a word 
used to denigrate the speech of Auvergnat 'emigrants' seeking work 
in Paris. The etymology of this word seems to contain its own 
allegory of Otherness and defamiliarization. The origin of charabia 
remains uncertain. One hypothesis is that it connects the 
Auvergnat emigrants' imperfectly spoken French with a possible 
Spanish origin, algarabia, and especially with the Arabic term of 
algharbiya with its reference to a different (foreign) language, 
spoken by Berbers in the west. Another hypothesis derives charabia 
from the provencal root, charra, to converse, from tcharr, the con- 
fused noise of speech. Charabia shifts between the Self and the 
Other as an implicit standard of shared language (or la langue de 
la tribu) and the mere noise of its rendering by immigrant out- 
siders. The term opens up to reveal a substantial piece of the 
Francophone map and the implicit spoken language ranging all 
the way from Arabic and its Others to Auvergnat dialect and the 
French of the Ile de France via Spanish and Provencal. 

The familiar word charabia (the sounds of incomprehensible 
language) collects feelings in the mixed metaphor of the waves 
breaking in Sapo's head. The more literary "babel" of Beckett's 
later version in English refers to the biblical story of the ruined 
tower of Babel, and languages that are condemned to remain 
opaque to each other. Beckett's mixed metaphor this time around 
turns the babel into something that rages inside Sapo, perhaps 
like the fire raging in Krapp (Krapp's Last Tape or La Derniere 
Bande) or the rage of God when he discovers the existence of the 
tower. Charabia resonates in a popular Parisian context of spo- 
ken language, but Babel (unlike "babble," a possible translation 
of charabia) evokes the Father's condemnation of the son. These 
fragments of language are neither abstract nor universal; they are 
linguistically and culturally coded singularities that substitute 
for each other but do not translate each other. They are instances 
of difference and small markers of otherness. 

Beckett uses birth and death almost interchangeably to map 
the terrain of this experience at the extreme points of the un- 
canny and the defamiliarized. The voice that speaks for these ex- 
tremes is not yet here or no longer all there; Beckett invokes the 
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