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LITERATURE AND EMIGRATION: OVERCOMING
THE TRAGEDY OF EXILE

The cultural landscape of the twentieth century and, as we have already seen,
of the first quarter of the twenty-first century is largely shaped by the factor of
emigration. Of course, emigration was not a product of the last century only, but it
was during this period that it reached an unprecedented scale for various reasons.
These reasons were mostly negative, which gives grounds to think of emigration
primarily as an exile and to perceive it, in the words of Czestaw Milosz (1976), as
“an incurable illness” (p. 281). This is also evidenced by the opinion of Edward Said
(1994): “It is one of the unhappiest characteristics of the age to have produced more
refugees, migrants, displaced persons, and exiles than ever before in history” (p.
332).

The scale of emigration is inevitably accompanied by a variety of forms, which
provokes numerous attempts to systematize them. According to Said (2004), “it 1s
true that anyone prevented from returning home is an exile, some distinctions can be
made among exiles, refugees, expatriates, and émigrés” (p. 181). Most classifications
are based on the spatial and geographical principle, but we should not ignore another
important dimension of the problem related to the time-historical aspect. This is the
phenomenon of internal emigration. The last one is not necessarily linked to external
emigration, while external emigration is almost always accompanied by internal
emigration.

The general nature of any typology necessarily implies the existence of
subtypes within each group. Of course, it is important to take into account the type
of activity of emigrants. Therefore, it is legitimate to talk, in particular, about a
special (super)type of immigrant writers. The possibility and importance of singling
out this type is due to the fact that the writer not only experiences emigrant alienation
more acutely than others, but also records what he has experienced in his fiction.
Moreover, thanks to this way of confronting oblivion and nothingness, the image of
the emigrant as an object of reflective consciousness has already merged so much
with the figure of the writer, which acts as a kind of matrix form, that researchers
often have to emphasize that exile is not only the fate of writers. However, the writer
himself, despite any privileged status, should understand that his experience is only

65



a fragment of the general experience of emigration (see: Mitosz, 2001). Exile can be
perceived not only as a tragedy, but also as a source of productive power. Said (2004)
explains this phenomenon by saying that “much of the exile’s life is taken up with
compensating for disorienting loss by creating a new world to rule”, therefore “it is
not surprising that so many exiles seem to be novelists, chess players, political
activists, and intellectuals” (p. 181). Considering the example of “Joyce’s success as
an exile”, the postcolonial theorist raises a number of key questions regarding the
legitimacy of a positive view of exile: “Is exile so extreme and private that any
instrumental use of it is ultimately a trivialization? How is it that the literature of
exile has taken its place as a fopos of human experience alongside the literature of
adventure, education, or discovery?” (pp. 182—183). The author answers these
questions in the book Culture and Imperialism (1994): “There is a great difference,
however, between the optimistic mobility, the intellectual liveliness, and ‘the logic
of daring’ (...), and the massive dislocations, waste, misery, and horrors endured in
our century’s migrations and mutilated lives” (p. 332).

At the same time, Said believes that it is legitimate to speak of a special “exilic
energies” that unites both perspectives of the exile heritage. Embodied in the
migrant, such energy is comprehended in the mind of “intellectual and artist in exile,
the political figure between domains, between forms, between homes, and between
languages” (p. 332). Such a position between worlds and cultures creates a fertile
ground for an original worldview, which in the terminology of formalist poetics
could probably be labeled as «defamiliarization», or, following Said and resorting to
the language of music, “contrapuntal”. It is this “energy” born between the poles of
the two cultures that can be considered the main genre-building argument of exile
literature. Two “parallel worlds™ are necessary for the emergence of exotic energy.
The lost homeland and home are preserved through memory. Memory, along with
alienation, contributes to the functioning of the “contrapuntal” consciousness of the
emigrant writer.

Of course, all attempts to identify typical, claiming to be universal, features of
the emigrant condition (alienation, loss of the usual coordinate system, interworlds,
counterpoint consciousness, the special role of memory and retrospection) should
not ignore the uniqueness of each experience of exile. According to the critic George
Steiner, the twentieth century can be called the era of refugees, symbolized by the
literature of exiles and about exiles, which is part of a separate «extraterritorial»
genre (see: Said, 2004, pp. 173-114). Moreover, Said’s (2004) statement that
“modern Western culture is in large part the work of exiles, émigrés, refugees” (p.
173). Therefore, a new approach to literature should also be adopted, from the
standpoint of which “exile, far from being the fate of nearly forgotten unfortunates
who are dispossessed and expatriated, becomes something closer to a norm, an
experience of crossing boundaries and charting new territories in defiance of the
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classic canonic enclosures, however much its loss and sadness should be
acknowledged and registered” (Said, 1994, p. 317).

The project of such a literary position, nurtured at the end of the last century
by Said, is now increasingly becoming the norm in the approach to the literature of
emigrants (see: Dzyk 2016).
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