
with Truth is a reminder of the power but ultimately fallacy of memory, or rather
put more forgivingly, the unreliability of memory. The complexities of remembering
(and consequently forgetting) are the gray zones that narrative nonfiction trespasses.
A great example of this is the much-contested work of Jacob Dlamini, Native Nostalgia,
that Twiddle thoroughly engages with. This is an important text in post-apartheid
South Africa dealing with the question of memory and nostalgia, wherein to the dismay
of many Black South Africans, Dlamini speaks of Black joy even during apartheid.
Dlamini is accused of making light of apartheid, but as Twidle argues, Native Nostalgia
was not popular because it does “not easily fit received narrative templates premised
on progressive and closure, and cannot be resolved into the binary of ‘victims’ and
‘perpetrators’ as formulated by the TRC Final Report” (49).

What is at stake here with Experiments with Truth, as what is at stake with
narrative nonfiction in post-TRC South Africa, is “debates about historiography,
knowledge production, and the ethics of representation” (20). In post-apartheid
South Africa, whether it is debates about language and accents, about memory and
remembering, about whiteness and privilege, about middle-class blackness and access,
about who can write about whom and under what conditions—South Africans are
grappling with anxieties produced by a society undermomentous transition. Ultimately,
Twidle and the nonfiction works he critically engages points us to “post-apartheid
intellectual possibility” (139). That through the critical reading of post-TRC texts, we
should endeavor to engage the ways that history is shifting, to confront our culpability
in the present, and how we imagine the South Africa to come. In other words, we must
be wary of the metanarratives of the past, like that of “victims” and “perpetrators,” and
how they shape (and often limit) our engagements with the present.

lwando scott
Centre for Humanities Research, University of the Western Cape
3996418@myuwc.ac.za

Literature, Law, and Rhetorical Performance in the Anticolonial Atlantic
By anne w. gulick
The Ohio State University Press, 2016, xi, 258 pp.
doi:10.1017/pli.2020.26

In Literature, Law, and Rhetorical Performance in the Anticolonial Atlantic, Anne
W. Gulick traces a long history of Black transatlantic anticolonial legal imaginative
engagements with the newly emergent genres of first world law. She argues that antic-
olonial experimentation with first world legal genres, especially in the wake of decolo-
nization in the Caribbean and Africa, was instrumental to the emergence of a distinctly
declarative juridico-political genre that dates back to the North Atlantic revolutionary
declarations. Anchoring her study on this transatlantic history of declarative genres, she
mines an expansive archive of juridico-political texts: from Haiti’s early-nineteenth-
century founding texts to the late-twentieth-century postcolonial texts inAfrica. At stake
in this book is the need to unravel how these postcolonial declarative texts “undertake
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subversive experiments with First World state and international legal forms” (1). The
book, therefore, reveals how anticolonial legal texts draw from first world legal texts while
at the same time subverting and displacing them in form and content, thus radically
transforming the emergent genres of first world law. With this book, Gulick joins a
growing number of critics (such as Joseph Slaughter and Elizabeth Anker) who inves-
tigate the link between law and postcoloniality.

The book begins by sketching a Black Atlantic legal history, starting with the
independence of the first Black nation-state in 1804. Bringing Haiti’s declaration of
independence in 1804 and its 1805 constitution in conversation with North Atlantic
legal forms, the first chapter argues that through a rhetorical engagement with first world
legal genres, Haiti’s declarative texts put forth “an alternative vision of the meaning
of legal authorship and authority” (17) not just for Haiti but for the postcolonial Black
nation-states yet to come. The question of anticolonial legal imaginative writings’
rhetorical engagements with and reinvention of first world legal forms extends to the
next two chapters. C. L. R. James’s and Aimé Césaire’s anticolonial writings form the
basis for critical discussion in chapters 2 and 3, respectively. Offering a scintillating
critique of these writers’ anticolonial visions, she contends that anticolonial imaginative
writing played a vital role in anticolonial thought in thewake of decolonization, “first as a
mode of critiquing the colonial past and present, and second as a means of articulating
visions of postcolonial future on the horizon” (79).

One can neatly divide the book into two parts, with the foregoing chapters
(i.e., chapters 1–3) forming the first part. Part 2 of the book (beginning from chapter 4)
turns to African anticolonial thought. Taking the 1955 South African Freedom Charter
as a springboard—and extending to Kenya’s and Algeria’s constitutional experiments in
the next chapter—Gulick argues that these texts’ betrayal of anticolonial vision is not
(and should not be read as) a failure of the anticolonial project but as “a vital reminder
that the anticolonial project is not yet complete” (123). Rejecting a teleological narrative
and a rigid periodization of anticolonial history, she posits that decolonization is better
envisioned as a long and incomplete process that continues even in our postcolonial
present, a point she reaffirms in her just-published article.1 The anticolonial project,
therefore, does not end with decolonization. The struggle for emancipation continues
even after political independence in the transatlantic postcolonial world. Gulick’s extraor-
dinary critical skill shines brightest in the second part of the book. The book’s brilliant
insights and innovative contribution to postcolonial studies are a testament to her claim
(per Joseph Slaughter) that literature and law are “mutually constitutive fields in the
postcolonial world” and that reading literary and legal archives comparatively can serve
“as a powerful interpretive tool for postcolonial studies” (11).

Importantly, Gulick invites scholars to rethink what is often called anticolonialism’s
failure in the anticolonial Black Atlantic. Though she is aware of the inability of the
newly independent state’s legal texts and institutions to “reconfigure colonial economic
and political power relations” following decolonization (1), she opines that the obsession
with narratives of failure in postcolonial studies has occluded the possibilities of critically
examining the various successes of anticolonial movement. Gulick, to be clear, is not

1. Anne W. Gulick, “Decolonial Temporalities in Tsitsi Dangarembga’s The Book of Not,” Research in
African Literatures 50.4 (2020): 35–54.
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opposed to underscoring the fact that the emancipatory dreams of anticolonialism
were betrayed across the Black Atlantic, but she is uncomfortable when such narrative
becomes “an automatic and shorthand account of how postcolonial studies frames the
relationship between the anticolonial past and the post-independent present” (5).
Besides, the narrative of anticolonialism’s failure is not unconnected to the hitherto
canonized linear history of anticolonialism, which declares the movement’s end once
decolonization began. Gulick punctures this teleological account of anticolonial history,
arguing that for postcolonial studies to regain traction as a viable critical tool for
understanding the postcolonial world, the field needs more robust engagement with
the anticolonial past. Our postcolonial present, she contests, “calls for more engagement
with the anticolonial past, not less” (6). Literature, Law, and Rhetorical Performance in
the Anticolonial Atlantic thus argues for the centrality of anticolonial critique to our
postcolonial present.

My discussion of the book so far foregrounds it as a remarkable contribution to
the embattled field of postcolonial studies. But though the author does not explicitly
attend to this, her approach and arguments also have vital implications for global Black
studies (not less for postcolonial studies as well). Following what she calls Paul Gilroy’s
“transversal reading practice,” Gulick transcends traditional regional and national
frames in the study of Black history and postcolonial studies in general. Rather, she
favors what she calls a “reflective and capacious comparative methodology” in the study
of anticolonial transatlantic Black, evident in the diverse genres and expansive archives
that she submits to critical analysis. In her poignant comparative study of Ngũgĩ wa
Thiong’o and Édouard Glissant in the final chapter, for instance, she gestures toward the
urgent need for postcolonial scholarship to transcend the geographical and linguistic
divide between Anglophone and Francophone Africa. The time has come—and Gulick
makes this clear—for postcolonial studies to bridge this divide, but it must do more by
extending this comparative approach to the Anglophone, Francophone, Lusophone, and
Arabophone transatlantic postcolonial world.

chijioke kizito onah
Cornell University
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