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Following in the footsteps of Irish Studies, over the last two
decades a number of attempts have been made at linking
Scottish literature with postcolonial theory. Often, however,
these applications have been viewed with scepticism: can
Scottish literature really be thought of as postcolonial? Is
this this really an appropriate way of thinking about Scottish
culture? Such have been the recurring responses. As
Michael Gardiner writes in his recent introduction
to Scottish Literature and Postcolonial Literature:
Comparative Texts and Critical Perspectives, ‘there has
always been a suspicion within postcolonial studies that the complicity of
individual Scots in empire has made the connection [with postcolonialism] invalid
“at source”‘.1 Nonetheless, there have been a series of significant interventions in
Scottish postcolonialism since the late 1980s which have opened out the critical
potential of the term – from early interventions by Craig Beveridge and Ronald
Turnbull (1989), Roderick Watson’s engagements with Bakhtin’s heteroglossia
and representation of voice (1996 and 2006) as well as often-cited articles by
Berthold Schoene (1995) and Michael Gardiner (1996). Alongside these, however,
have been a host of other voices cautioning careful usage of the term, including
Liam Connell (2003) and Scott Hames (2007).2 It is out of this critical trajectory
that Stephanie Lehner’s book emerges.
In her introduction, Lehner comments that ‘This book harnesses the ethical
potential that contemporary Scottish, Northern Irish and Irish fictions offer for
exploring the social inequalities, inequalities and disruptions that are part of the

current restructuring of the global capitalist system.’ She goes on, ‘it considers
these works through a comparative postcolonial approach as part of a wider
insistence that the issues addressed by these writings are, if specific to a national
situation, not solely reducible thereto’ (2). According to Lehner, therefore, her
own approach to postcolonialism, what she terms her aesthethical approach,
provides a way of examining the role of the subaltern subject in a way that
attempts to get beyond dependence on a national framework. However, Lehner is
also quick to point out that this ‘beyondness’ is not linked to a postnationalist or
postmodernist agenda – such approaches, she points out, tend to ‘efface the
continuing inequalities and dis8⠀ by chmg i(to⤠ⴱ㐰⠀ t⤠崠告†䕔⁑ੂ吠〮㐲㤠呣⁅吊䈰㈹⁔挠䕔ੂ〲㤠

n
id
o

dislocation, then the strategies as mapped out in Subaltern Ethics arguably
provide useful ways of reading against the grain. If postcolonialism provides the
opportunity for global anti-imperial critique, then, as Lehner asserts, following
Slavoj Žižek, it is important to recognise which Scottish, Northern Irish and Irish
voices have been effectively foreclosed by today’s postmodern post-politics’ (27).
However, another question for the postcolonial sceptic might be ‘what does
Lehner’s aesthethical reading specifically bring to this approach?’ It is here that
the theory might get rather confusing for the reader uninitiated in the ethical
debates stemming from poststructuralism in the last few decades. Here Lehner
draws on a kaleidoscopic variety of critics and philosophers in order to map out
her own approach, just a few of whom include: Levinas, Althusser, Marx,
Benjamin, Adorno, Ranciere and Derrida. Often discussion of one philosopher
moves very quickly on to another, so that the reader may feel disoriented by the
pace and juxtaposition of ideas presented. This is also the case in the discussion
of the literary texts in each of the main chapters, where Lehner tends to move
incredibly swiftly from one philosophical idea to another. While Lehner’s
aesthethics stems from her reading of many of the above writers and thinkers, as
a means of uncovering this ‘shared matrix of politico-ethical concerns’, at times it
is difficult to discern her own position in a clear light apart from that of all of the
others.
Subaltern Ethics is an ambitious book with admirable intentions (setting out
counter-histories, reading history ‘from below’, and so on); one which will
certainly be keenly read by all those working in postcolonial studies in Ireland,
Northern Ireland and Scotland. In terms of the practical application of
aesthethics, though, the reader might wonder about the wider viability of this
reading strategy and the possible extent of its application beyond the covers of
this book. While this is Lehner’s first monograph, perhaps subsequent ones will
go on to map out the possibilities of this theory in more detail.
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