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In her recent book on the posthuman, Rosi Braidotti outlines a confronting posthuman 

critical theory by which a new Humanities could emerge. First is the nod towards ethical 

accountability, then an overwhelming privileging of trans-disciplinarity. Next is the 

imperative of bringing together critique and creativity, the championing of non-linearity, and 

the associated sites of memory and the imagination. The last feature of Braidotti’s critical 

theory emphasizes the productive act of de-familiarization.1 Of these, this paper concerns 

itself with the notion of de-familiarization. I argue here that the act of reading world 

literature overtly engages this sense of de-familiarization in the reader, but while this may 

almost certainly lead to a post-humanist future for the Humanities, it does not necessarily 

result in a Humanities that looks to absent the figure of the human. 

 

To begin then, it may be worth reminding ourselves of the provenance of the term “de-

familiarization.” The term enters the common lexicon of the literary theorist through the 

writings of the Russian Formalists who worked during the opening decades of the twentieth 

century – particularly the work of Viktor Shklovsky. In his essay “Art as Technique” (which is 

also known as “Art as Device”), Shklovsky argues that literary language – or literariness – is 

our language of the everyday de-familiarized. That is to say, it is a language that interrupts 

                                                           
1  Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman (London: Polity, 2013), p.163. 
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the habitual – one might also say, automatic – perception of the word, and, in that, the 

world. He puts it like this: 

 

Habitualization devours works, clothes, furniture, one’s wife [I suspect this might 

also be true of husbands!], and the fear of war … Art exists that one may recover the 

sensation of life; it exists to make one feel things, to make the stone stony.2  

 

According to Shklovsky then, the writer’s job is to recover “the sensation of life” – that is, to 

render the world unusual or unfamiliar to the extent that the reader experiences the world 

anew. To return to his own example, it is to make the reader experience the artfulness of 

the stone rather than simply regard the stone as object. If one could sum up de-

familiarization in a single sentence, it might look something like this – de-familiarization is a 

technique by which the author can re-enliven the naturally inquisitive and literally awesome 

gaze of the child in the reader. 

 

Perhaps there is no better way of thinking about the experience of reading world literature 

than this – that is, the sensation of constantly feeling at a loss or, to put it another way, of 

being disorientated by a familiar language that has been re-sculpted and rendered in a 

strange new way. Let me give you an example of such from the work of the wonderful 

Nigerian writer, Amos Tutuola. His now infamous novel, The Palm-Wine Drinkard (1952), 

begins: 

 

I was a palm-wine drinkard since I was a boy of ten years of age. I had no other work 

more than to drink palm-wine in my life. In those days we did not know other money, 

except COWRIES, so that everything was very cheap, and my father was the richest 

man in our town.3 

 

                                                           
2  Philip Rice and Patricia Waugh, Modern Literary Theory: A Reader (London: Edward Arnold, 1992), pp. 18-19. 
3  Amos Tutuola, The Palm-Wine Drinkard (London: Faber and Faber, 1952), p. 7. 
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All of the words in this opening passage of Tutuola’s novel are familiar to the reader of 

English – save, perhaps, the word “cowrie” (the shell of a marine mollusc that was used as 

currency); but even so, I think one would agree that there is an aura of the unfamiliar about 

this style of writing that is not reducible to the individual word. Of course, that is because 

there is something more interesting going on here than the simple imposition of a local 

word or two in a standard text written in English. Indeed, as one progresses through the 

novel, one begins to realize that it is not so much the oddity of the unfamiliar word that 

takes our attention as it is Tutuola’s continuing “misuse” of English grammar – look again at 

the first sentence of the novel, “I was a palm-wine drinkard since I was a boy of ten years of 

age.” If one pays homage to the laws of English grammar then that first sentence should 

read something like this: “I have been a palm-wine drinker ever since I was a boy of ten.”  

 

What a terrible misuse of English grammar, then! Well, not quite. If I talk of Tutuola’s 

“misuse” of English grammar I do so purposefully because although some critics have 

written of the way in which Tutuola “unconsciously” produced his text by simply making 

English words sit on top of the structures of the Yoruban language,4 it seems to me that 

there is nothing “unconscious” about such an act. That is to say, I think Tutuola intentionally 

(mis)uses language in this way – and not just the English language. He brings both the 

English language and the Yoruban language into conversation, and the result is a wonderful 

novel that reflects, at the level of language itself, the complex relationship between British 

and Yoruban cultures in the first half of the twentieth century.   

 

Yet, for those who are not so well-versed in the aesthetic experimentation that one sees in 

(and the rather problematic phrase that is commonly bandied around in academia is) “new 

literatures,” the result of engaging works like The Palm-Wine Drinkard can be wholly 

disorientating. Certainly, the experience of reading such texts seems to engender a sense of 

the uncanny in the non-local reader – that is to say, a feeling that at the same time one both 

understands the text at hand yet is still somehow uncomprehending of it. While some will 

                                                           
4  Abiola Irele, The African Imagination (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2001), p17. 
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try to overcome such feelings by attempting to smooth over the divergent trajectories of 

sense produced in the act of reading, for Gilles Deleuze this experience of disorientation is 

something to be embraced and enjoyed. Indeed, for Deleuze this sense of disorientation is 

perhaps the most profound aspect of literature. Somewhat in the vein of the Russian 

formalists, Deleuze argues that such disorientation is akin to a kind of “stuttering.”5 When a 

reader encounters a text that neither her experience of life nor her experience of literature 

helps her to understand, then the seemingly flawless semiosis that develops between the 

text and the reader begins to falter. This hesitation in the act of reading means that the 

reader must consciously work at the text in order to derive meaning. That is to say, those 

unfamiliar elements of the texts we read compel us to innovate, to create, to produce – the 

reader becomes active in the writing of the text, and in this way new ideas are born. 

 

Of course, and as Deleuze knew, not all of the ideas that a reader will propose as a means of 

better understanding a text will be “good” or, if you’d rather, “correct.”6 But, in fact they do 

not have to be. What is important here is the idea itself – whether the idea is thought of as 

“bad” or “good.” Why? Well, because the ideas that come into being through the reader’s 

attempt to make a text “mean” (which is to say, mean something) are the very fabric of 

“the new.” Put simply, the ideas that a reader brings to bear on a stuttering text is the 

groundwork for the genesis of the new. 

 

The interesting thing about world literature is that it constantly urges us to engage in this 

production of the new. After all, each text will stutter for a reader in a different manner and 

in so doing move the reader away from thinking about the text in terms of the already-said 

and the already-known and towards “the new” – to the realm of Nietzsche’s “gay science” 

or Antonin Artaud’s “crowned anarchy” or Michel Foucault’s “outside thought.”7 On the 

                                                           
5  Gilles Deleuze, “He Stuttered,” in Essays Critical and Clinical, trans. Daniel W. Smith and Michael A. Greco 

(London: Verso, 1998). 
6  Gilles Deleuze and Claire Parnet, Dialogues II, trans. Hugh Tomlinson, Barbara Habberjam, and Eliot Ross 

Albert (New York: Columbia UP, 2002), p. 9. 
7  See Brian Massumi, “Translator’s Foreword,” in A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia II, by 

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, trans. Brian Massumi (London: Athlone, 1987), p. xiii. 



Page 5 of 8 

outside of the cogitatio universalis of a community, one must always innovate and create. 

Therefore, like all other instances of world literature, Ken Saro-Wiwa’s Sozaboy demands 

that we either devise a new way to make sense of the text or risk being forever lost to it. 

Chapter one of Sozaboy begins: 

 

Lomber One. 

Although, everybody in Dukana was happy at first. 

All the nine villages were dancing and we were eating plenty maize with pear and 

knocking tory under the moon. Because the work on the farm have finished and the 

yams were growing well well. And because the old, bad government have dead, and 

the new government of soza and police have come.8  

 

We read in many different ways simultaneously. When we read this passage from Sozaboy 

we are simultaneously its judge, its translator, its medic (repairing the grammar, again…), its 

inventor, and many more besides. Such actors explore different densities and articulations 

of the text and in so doing produce a sense of what the text is “about.” Thus, one might 

confidently claim, along with William Boyd, that “Sozaboy is not simply a great African novel, 

it is also a great anti-war novel, among the very best that the twentieth century has 

produced.”9 However, such conclusions are reached only as the actors of our different ways 

of reading search for a passageway in the text that will lead them to the insubstantial yet 

nonetheless vital space of the yet-to-be-said – which is to say, the space of “the new.” 

 

For Deleuze, it is this process of bringing the text into conversation with the knowledge and 

skills of the reader that constitutes the moment of a “becoming.” Now, of course, becoming 

is an extremely important concept in the work of Deleuze, but even so one continues to see 

it misused in the critical literature. Everybody seems to know that becoming refuses to 

hierarchize, privilege, or determine specific discrete points in time and in so doing insists on 

an analytics premised on continuing movement and change. But it is clear that it is easier to 

                                                           
8  Ken Saro-Wiwa, Sozaboy (New York: Longman, 1985 [1994]), p. 1. 
9  William Boyd, “Introduction,” in Sozaboy, by Ken Saro-Wiwa, p. v. 
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say it, rather than to genuinely think through it. Obviously annoyed by the constant 

misapprehension of the concept, Deleuze tells an interviewer, “The question ‘What are you 

becoming?’ is particularly stupid.”10 Why? Well because this kind of question negates the 

very simple observation that becoming is a present participle. In so doing, the question 

artificially builds a teleology where none exists. As a present participle, becoming refuses 

the notion of either an explicit or implied end-point, destination, or moment of arrival – I am 

not becoming anything; rather, I am becoming. The concept is further elucidated in A 

Thousand Plateaus:  

 

Becoming is certainly not imitating, or identifying with something; neither is it 

regressing-progressing; neither is it corresponding, establishing corresponding 

relations; neither is it producing, producing a filiation or producing through filiation. 

Becoming is a verb with a consistency all its own; it does not reduce to, or lead back 

to, “appearing,” “being,” “equalling,” or “producing.” 11 

 

Perhaps the clearest way to think of this is to liken a becoming with a conversation. Indeed, 

a becoming and a conversation seem to share many of the same qualities. Just like a 

conversation, a becoming takes place between the terms of an encounter. Sharing the 

curious position of a relationally-defined autonomy, both a conversation and a becoming 

refuse to be claimed by a particular subject. Rather, each claims its own kind of life, residing 

simultaneously between and outside the terms of the encounter. Moreover, just as a 

conversation evolves, involves, and transforms in a manner that is largely independent of 

the intention of the terms of the encounter, so too does a becoming. One might also note 

that duration is important to both a conversation and a becoming, since a longer duration 

increases the magnitude of transformation at hand. Finally, just like every conversation, 

every becoming is unique – never to be repeated even if the terms of the encounter are 

identical. 

                                                           
10  Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues, p. 2. 
11  Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia II, trans. Brian Massumi 

(London: Athlone, 1987), p. 239. 
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When the reader and the text enter into a becoming, they enter into a conversation that 

assumes its own life. Hopefully, that conversation will lead to unknown, unexplored areas 

that will reveal new ways of thinking about a particular text, or a particular concept, or the 

particular relations between terms. But for this very reason, becoming must always be 

considered both radical and revolutionary – it will, if one allows it to develop its own life, 

meander into genuinely new pastures. And that is the same as saying that becoming will 

always lead one away from the already-known and the already-said of state thought and 

turn one towards private thought – towards an independent landscape of thought. 

 

All of this, at least to me, suggests a particular kind of reading practise in which one can 

engage if one hopes to enliven this radical and revolutionary process of becoming: 

 

 First is the need to consciously – and creatively – dwell on the aspects of the 

unfamiliar that one encounters in the text. I don’t think we would have to work too 

hard to identify such moments in a text, after all, most will present themselves in that 

sensation of disquiet or disorientation that I have already discussed. But it is perhaps 

worth reiterating that one will (more often than not) need to work on consciously 

dwelling on those moments because it seems our unguarded impulse is to allow 

ourselves to automatically smooth over such passages.  

 That is to say – and the second co-ordinate in this reading practise –, one must be 

willing to follow the lines of thought that present themselves, no matter how odd, 

strange, or convoluted they appear to be. These are the tendrils, or rather the 

avenues, by which the becoming that emerges between the text and the reader 

leads to genuinely new ways of thinking. 

 Third, one must reject any sense of a privileged reading of a text (say, by a national 

critic on a national writer) or, similarly, lend any gravity to the sedimented 

interpretations of a text (for example, the “correct” interpretations of Shakespeare). 

To enliven the process of becoming is to institute perhaps the greatest egalitarian 
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movement in literary criticism. It is to say, “I have a reading, and it looks like this” and 

“I offer it to all as simply another text to add to the conversation” and, in that, the 

becomings of others. 

 

In short, one should dwell on aspects of the unfamiliar, be willing to follow lines of thought 

wherever they may take you, and finally not allow those lines of thought to be unduly 

influenced by privileged readings. 

 

If one accepts all of this then it seems to me that an interesting re-envisioning of the critic 

takes place. For the critic who is willing to read in this way, the notion of the critical voice as 

an objective phenomenon is something which cannot be sustained. Rather, the critic must 

subjectify all, and in so doing recognize that hers is a task closer to the creative writer than 

the scientist. On this note, it is worth returning to the text with which I began this paper – 

Rosi Braidotti’s The Posthuman. One of the more radical elements of this book is the 

encouragement it gives the critic to be done with anthropos and, in that, the 

encouragement to “start running with zoe; non-human life itself.”12 After all, Braidotti notes, 

that is what the hard sciences have accomplished.13 But curiously enough, if we follow a 

program of de-familiarization as a means of encouraging the birth of a new Humanities then 

it would seem that we must not abandon anthropos at all but instead re-humanize the critic 

– clearly not in the sense of reanimating the critic as humanist subject, but as a properly 

human figure who takes place in the world.  

 

My position then is this: a new Humanities – a posthuman Humanities – will depend on the 

figure of the critic paradoxically (is it paradoxical?) rediscovering her place as a human in the 

world. 

                                                           
12

  Braidotti, The Posthuman, p. 168. 
13

  Braidotti, The Posthuman, p. 168. 


