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Abstract 

In the context set by the colonial expedition of Pánfilo de Narváez (1527), the Moroccan 

Laila Lalami has elaborated a historical re-construction in The Moor’s Account (2014). This 

research paper examines the project of re-construction conducted from a postcolonial 

perspective. Lalami posits the re-writing of the imperial canon, exactly, La Relación (1544). 

However, other than Lalami’s re-construction of an alternative history, the paper raises the 

question of ‘validity’ of such project. Towards answering the question of validity in Lalami’s 

narrative, the paper deploys a postcolonial reading to the novel’s subversive features 

outlining the author’s ‘historiographic metafiction’. Indeed, the paper assumes that Lalami’s 

reconstruction reveals certain pitfalls that render the cogency of its discourse and anti-

colonial stance to disputation. And the findings of this study are synthesized to confirm the 

paper’s assumption. 

 

Keywords: Narrative re-construction, postcolonial, history, Lalami, subversion, 

representation, validity. 
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General Introduction 

Imperialism has had its impacts on a large range of thinkers, historians and writers 

from the ex-colonized world. Given this background, postcolonial literature has emerged as 

a significant voice for social, political, and academic exchanges. Writers from ex-colonized 

spaces have written literary pieces that could open up the way to critically review the 

‘colonial experience’. Hence, postcolonial literature has worked not only as an artistic tool 

that mirrors different aspects of reality, but most importantly has channelled novel ways to 

re-imagine this reality. Indeed, writers such as the Nigerian Chinua Achebe, the Ghanaian 

Ayi K. Armah, the Kenyan Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, and the Algerian Assia Djebbar have been 

outspoken representatives in ‘re-constructing’ social, cultural, and historical realities. Here, 

the process of ‘writing back’ to the imperial centre outstands within postcolonial literatures, 

enabling the realization of different outlooks (such as re-construction, re-presentation, and 

historiography.); a realization that has necessarily faced controversy and criticism. And amid 

the controversial discussions, one notices the question of validity and cogency. That is, 

assuming that the ‘postcolonial response’ has developed according to colonial terms, and 

therefore has followed certain guidelines, its concreteness has to be carefully examined. In 

this respect, the present paper aims to trace the validity of the postcolonial re-construction 

in reference to Laila Lalami’s The Moor’s Account (2014).  

Lalami is a Moroccan novelist, essayist and columnist. Her fictional memoir The 

Moor’s Account (2014), is a historical narrative that recounts the experience of the famous 

Narváez Expedition (1528) in the Land of Indians. The novel re-constructs the lost history 

of the first black African explorer of the American continent, named Estebanico. (Estevanico 

Biography - North American Explorer). Her work introduces a ‘direct shift in perspectives’ 

through storytelling which emphasizes an account form the ‘African margin’. Laila Lalami, 

in one of her book interviews, declares that while reading Cabeza de Vaca’s most valuable 
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La Relación (1544)1, she was struck by the amount of ‘silences’ of representations in his 

narrative (Lalami). And while tracing those representations, Lalami adds that Estebanico 

was the most interesting member of that expedition, in the sense that he was an ‘Other’ for 

both groups: the Castilian conquerors and the Indian conquered. Thus, his survival, became 

significant in the narrative. In re-constructing Estebanico’s story, Laila Lalami believes that 

it has been important for her to reconsider the ‘facts’ allowing the survival of her character, 

among almost six hundred men who died in that expedition (Lalami). In other words, she 

assumes, based on insights provided in La Relación, that Estebanico was able to learn the 

Indian/indigenous languages and exercise herbalist treatments on the natives. Hence, he 

managed to live among Indians for almost a decade. And while revealing Estebanico’s 

importance in the historical experience, Lalami stresses that he has been explicitly 

marginalized and only mentioned “about a dozens of times in [La Relación]” (Lalami).  

Respectively, Lalami’s project is more than a literary construct; it is a political one, 

projecting a historiography that “create[s] an argument with history” (Lalami). Eventually, 

The Moor’s Account becomes an interesting site for ‘writing back’ to the imperial centre 

through the reconstruction of Estebanico’s history.  

Lalami’s The Moor’s Account, is approached as a postcolonial text that is to be 

examined under postcolonial guises as to underlie its assumptions and preoccupations. We 

argue that the author’s aim to push the historical boundaries from a position that has been 

dominated by Eurocentric perspectives to an African margin meets one of the basic 

                                                             
1 La Relación (1544) is the first ever documented record of the 16th century’s Spanish mission of conquest in 

the Gulf coast, today’s Florida. The mission is known as the Narvaez Expedition (1527-1536) and was firstly 

written about in Spanish by the Castilian Captain Cabeza de Vaca, one of the only four survivors of that 

expedition. La Relación has many several translations in English. See for example Cabeza De Vaca's 

Adventures in the Unknown Interior of America. Trans. Cyclone Covey. New Mexico: University of New 

Mexico Press, 1983. 
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preoccupations of postcolonialism. However, we argue that such preoccupation reveals 

certain pitfalls2, which this study attempts to uncover. 

In this paper, the first part provides a textual analysis through applying a postcolonial 

reading to both thematic and technical aspects in the novel. The second part further examines 

some discursive strategies used by Lalami. Finally, the third part reconsiders the postcolonial 

project of writing back and reconstruction based on the inter-textual and ideological 

substructures of The Moor’s Account. The logic from this division is to track Lalami’s 

postcolonial implications in a way that situates her arguments according to our research 

requirements. 

Lalami’s The Moor’s Account follows certain technical, formal, thematic, and 

ideological paradigms that have been of a noticeable interest to different scholars. Her novel 

has been studied in different articles taking the postcolonial re-construction as their means 

of investigation. Fella Benabed and Insaf Sensri in their article have shown interest in the 

language of suffering and survival in the historical frame of the novel. For these two scholars, 

The Moor’s Account “may be read as a counter-history that corrects and completes missing 

pieces about the historical character Estebanico” (26). In their article, the re-constructive 

aspect of the novel, has been approached as a lexical, structural, and metaphoric space where 

Mustafa’s personal interpretations, religious beliefs, and cultural judgments are structured 

(27). The cultural reconstructions, namely of Muslim postcolonial subjects, have been also 

interesting to the researcher Sanaila Ghufran, as expressed in her article “Laila Lalami’s The 

Moor’s Account: A Lost Narrative” (2020). Ghufran has stressed the religious aspect of 

Mustafa’s narrative denoting that his struggle among the Castilians allegorizes the Muslims’ 

                                                             
2 The term ‘pitfalls’ is used after Frantz Fanon’s “The Pitfalls of National Consciousness” from his book The 

Wretched of the Earth (1963), where it is used to refer to the shortcomings that could occur due to the 

problematic engagement with the essentialist national matters in the process of decolonization. In our 

postcolonial analysis to The Moor’s Account, the term ‘pitfalls’ stands for the limitations faced in the process 

of postcolonial re-construction based on the techniques, strategies, and assumptions followed in its conduct.  
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conditions in non-Muslim communities. Likewise, the re-consideration of Western 

hegemonies, has been a motif behind Hamid Issafi’s “The Subaltern’s Prerogative: A 

Postcolonial Reading of Laila Lalami’s The Moor’s Account” (2019). In his article, Hamid 

Issafi has analysed Lalami’s reconstructive project to discuss postcolonial ‘otherness’ in 

terms of re-constituting cultural and national identities through fiction-making and 

storytelling. Furthermore, from political, religious, and cultural concerns, research on 

Lalami’s novel has also shifted to diasporic studies and postcolonial analysis of memory. In 

his article “‘Whichever way you turn, there is the face of God’ diaspora, memory, and 

historiography from the margin in The Moor’s Account by Laila Lalami” (2016), the scholar 

Abdellah Elboubekri has engaged with Lalami’s historiography as an emergent of the 

diasporic memory of Mustafa. Moreover, Lalami’s postcolonial reconstruction has been 

studied with a special reference to the implication of ‘storytelling’ as a genre native to 

African/Moroccan cultures. In her article “The Story of How Estebanico Became Mustafa 

in Laila Lalami’s The Moor’s Account: Retelling Stories in a Post-Colonial Light” (2016), 

Linnéa Ungewitter has provided a critical analysis to the act of storytelling as a traditional 

form of expression empowering Mustafa’s resistance towards the imperial traditions of 

historiography.  

Finally, one notices that Lalami’s The Moor’s Account is a text that could hold the 

attention of different scholarly discussions about the postcolonial reconstruction. In such 

discussions, the interest in postcolonial outlooks such as representation, historiography, 

memory, and cultural traditions have been tackled constructively and in details. Still, we 

assume that within the analytical space pertaining to each study from those listed above, the 

problem of ‘validity’ has not been adequately addressed. Respectively, our present study 

becomes relevant. 
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In relation to the research problematic this study builds around Lalami’s The Moor’s 

Account, postcolonial theory and criticism will be applied, for it is the most-fitting approach 

to match with this paper’s requirements and objectives. With regard to the postcolonial 

contexts present in the novel (such as imperialism, representation, and marginality), the 

chosen literary theory allows a productive critical engagement with the text. Especially that 

postcolonial theory is considered a reading strategy that has wider implication for 

postcolonialism as a general discursive practice (Ashcroft, et al. 192). Therefore, prior to 

drawing a concrete understanding of the ‘reconstructive project’ in The Moor’s Account, a 

brief connection between the novel and the literary theory must be established. 

 What connects Lalami’s African novel to Postcolonialism in the first place is its 

peripheral protagonist Mustafa, whose historical case incites a special reference to 

colonialism with its perspective on the background of individuals as well as communities. 

Also, the fact that history is present as a strong aspect of Mustafa’s reconstructive story 

makes the postcolonial theory utmost effective, since it treats history “as a source of 

important images of national identity” (Ashcroft, et al. 16).  Moreover, the oppositional 

stance against imperial ideological codes presented in Lalami’s book, in addition to the 

book’s emergence as a counter-discourse that writes back to the canonical text La Relación, 

make it relevant to seek a suitable engagement via Postcolonial poetics. Finally, the 

consideration of the guidelines that involve the use of colonial modes of productions, 

followed by Laila Lalami in her reconstruction, are necessarily examined according to 

postcolonial presuppositions.  
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Chapter One: A Postcolonial Reading of The Moor’s Account 

1-1- Introduction 

Here in this chapter and relatively to our concern with the validity of postcolonial 

reconstruction in The Moor’s Account, the study assumes that the novel subversively 

engages with the historical, cultural, and political alterity of the African and Indian peoples 

under the scope of imperialism. The text with its allegories, subversive strategies and 

discursive techniques shows the importance of its literary specificities in giving a voice to 

the voiceless, thus participating in founding a ‘resistance literature’. Elaborating on 

JanMohamed, the critic Basavraj notes that “[t]he resistance literature, as it has been upheld, 

is an attempt to evolve a counter-discourse” (157), which assumes its resistance to the 

hegemony of the imperial centre. Having a text that subverts Cabeza de Vaca’s La Relación, 

shows how historiography could be utilized in the making of identity and world relations. 

Now, through the African anti-colonial perspective as embedded in The Moor’s Account, 

history is remade by Lalami from Mustafa’s perspective. Our analysis will focus on how 

Lalami has forged her way into the ‘literature of combat’ via applying a postcolonial reading 

on the novel’s literary paradigms (techniques and themes).  

1-2- Technical Concerns 

1-2-1- Formal Techniques  

Laila Lalami has employed a variety of literary techniques allowing a postcolonial 

reading to the novel. To begin with, the title as the primary literary component of the novel 

stands as a formal technique that is interesting to discuss. In his book Structure and 

Functions of the Title in Literature (1988) Gerard Genette states that the title: “is in fact quite 

often not so much a true element as a fairly complex system whose complexity is not due 

necessarily to its length” (692). As a complex system of words, the title acts as a literary 
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entity that often hits the most important theme in the novel, with exceptional cases where it 

stands intentionally ambiguous. However, reading the first few lines of Lalami’s story is 

expected to prove the accuracy of its title, being the story of the Moroccan slave who is 

willing to deliver his testimony in the land of Indians. In fact, the choice of the title serves 

two significant objectives. The first one might be referred to as the ‘literary 

contextualization’ of the text, which aims at putting the reader into the primary context of 

the novel, foreshadowing what the story is about. (Importance of the Title). Expressed in the 

first paragraph of the novel, the narrator says: “this book is the humble work of Mustafa ibn 

Muhammad ibn Abdussalam al-Zamori, being a true account of his life and travels from the 

city of Azemmur to the Land of the Indians” (TMA 1). Thus, once the reader reads this line, 

the title and its signification resound within his/her mind. 

The second one, in sooth, is the political implication of the text, which reveals the 

politics of resistance behind writing The Moor’s Account. That is to say, through the title, 

the story’s political stance is directly stated. As it is apparent, each of the two constitutive 

elements of the title has its cultural as well as political orientation and significance. From 

the very beginning, the reader is aware of the cultural category of the story’s narrator, as ‘the 

Moor’. According to Encyclopaedia Britannica, the moor is “a Moroccan or, formerly, a 

member of the Muslim population of what is now Spain and Portugal.” (Britannica). In fact, 

the ‘moor’ refers to a derogatory position, for it relates to Muslims with dark skin who were 

considered by Europeans ‘inferior’. Then, the word ‘Account’ is used to spell the idea of a 

report, record, or statement of personal experience, which from a postcolonial perspective 

exerts a sort of ‘agency’ and effective participation of the moor ‘Estebanico’ within this 

particular European history. Genette believes that “when a title is at the same time integrated 

and of a more or less deviant or original formation … the generic indications can give rise 

to uncertainty or controversy” (694). In the case of Lalami’s novel, the title seems to provoke 
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an uncertainty and a controversy about the matter of historiography between the centre and 

the margin. Having ‘a moor reporting his testimony against the European historical account’ 

places the reader within an attentive position to what is to be explored throughout the story. 

This matter reconnects us with the novel’s ‘project of reconstruction’ that the postcolonial 

subject, Mustafa, is entitled to. As an important formal technique, the novel’s title promotes 

the narrator’s postcolonial performance, which he denotes in the beginning by declaring that 

“[he] intend[s] to correct details of the history” (TMA 2). 

Another formal technique used by the author in her reconstruction is the ‘diction’. 

The insights within The Moor’s Account are to a remarkable degree determined by its 

‘specialized language’3 and specific wording. The choice of words in the novel connects the 

reader to a specific ‘cultural attribute’ the author likes to emphasize as one aspect of 

reconstructing Mustafa’s identity. For example, when readers find the narrator in the novel 

using words in his mother tongue, it gives the reader an impression about Lalami’s intention 

to stress the cultural features of Mustafa’s society, Morocco. As an example, in a study on 

Lalami’s first book Hope and Other Dangerous Pursuits (2005), the constitutive elements 

against Eurocentrism are articulated in the homo-Magribinus’ emotional habitat (Mami 55). 

In The Moor’s Account however, this is found in some descriptive scenes where the narrator 

refers to a traditional dish like couscous (TMA 41), or the school where he used to study 

using the word msid (TMA 48), or the traditional outfit jellaba (TMA 27), or the healing 

herb zaater (TMA 166), and plenty of other words. Because the story is told from Mustafa’s 

perspective, the author has allowed it to include a list of words, through which his cultural 

significations are easily identified by the North African reader, and raising the curiosity of 

                                                             
3 By the specialized language we mean any language that is characterized by a special use of terms, diction, 

syntax, and/or rhetorical devices that only fit in a specific context and becomes ambiguous or irrelevant in 

another. 
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readers from outside North Africa. Thus, this technique becomes relevantly employed to 

communicate a history from a perspective that is mostly accurate and essential to register.  

One last important formal technique is ‘dialogue’. In literary texts, the writer uses 

this technique to create conversations between two persons or more, and sometimes with 

oneself (monologue) engaging more than one perspective in an important matter or issue. 

The Moor’s Account is full of dialogues and monologues that the reader learns through the 

narrator of the story. While the latter is provided as an advantage from the narrator to know 

his personal opinions, emotions, and sensitivities, the former is even more crucial for the 

reader to establish a postcolonial viewpoint within the novel. In fact this technique is also 

employed in Lalami’s Hope and Other Dangerous Pursuits (2005), corroborating with the 

idea of ‘self-reflexivity’ Lalami expertly lavishes on the novel’s characters as they slowly 

emerge unprepared to meet the lenges put by Europeans (Mami 815). Indeed, in The Moor’s 

Account, readers find a variety of dialogues including the narrator, his family, the Indians on 

the same par with the Castilians, and other Europeans. One of the interesting dialogues in 

the novel is when Mustafa shares his direct opinion regarding the safety of every one; that 

is the way of crossing the river:  

There is another way, I said. We can build rafts … 

We cannot build rafts, Cabeza de Vaca said after a moment. It would be too—

Dorantes interrupted him.  

No. Estebanico is right. This might be the only way we have of leaving the bay.  

Fernándes replied that he could indeed build rafts large enough and sturdy enough to 

carry all of us into the ocean, and that there was plenty of wood nearby, but that such 

an undertaking was impossible because he would need tools …  

We can make the tools, I said. 

Suppose you have the tools, Dorantes said to Fernándes, how long would it take you 

to build the rafts? … 

Three weeks. Maybe. (TMA 99-100) 

 

These dialogues play significant roles to highlight two important facts; the first one is the 

existence of a ‘multivocality of perspectives’ for any major or minor matter, wherein the 

African narrator as well as the Indians, just like the Europeans can engage effectively. The 
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second is that within this story Mustafa works to voice every ‘Other’ – from both the Indian 

and Castilian group – able to produce thoughts, speak and be heard, against the rigid and 

monolithic nature of the Imperial discourses provided by the Europeans. The development 

of the dialogue technique reflects the discursive processes Lalami has opted for. Not only 

that, but also, in her discursive operations with the dialogic structure in the novel, the author, 

as Hamid Issafi remarks, has omitted the quotation marks (120). In essence, the notion of 

dialogue and dialogism is well developed by the philosopher, writer and literary critic 

Mikhail Bakhtin and also referred to by Ashcroft et al. in The Postcolonial Studies, The Key 

Concepts (2000) in relation to ‘alterity’ as an important concept in Postcolonial theory (9). 

Indeed, the ‘alterity’ in the dialogic perspectives in The Moor’s Account retrieves the 

relevant elaboration of Bakhtin on the notion of multivocality, since he perceives the 

construction of the literary text “not as the whole of single consciousness, absorbing other 

consciousnesses as objects into itself, but as a whole formed by the interaction of several 

consciousnesses, none of which entirely becomes an object for the other” (Alapatt 2). 

Bakhtin has adopted major works of the Russian writer Dostoevsky in tracing his interest in 

dialogism in the work’s character/s whom he approaches as a multi-voiced perspective; a 

characteristic which he calls ‘polyphony’. Directly relevant to The Moor’s Account, Lalami 

has empowered Mustafa with a dialogical space where he could protest a diversity of 

voices/perspectives (of colonial peripheries in particular) which is generated out of 

‘otherness’. That is being an ‘Other’ than a European character/voice, Mustafa finds a 

dialogic voice leading to his distinction and divergence from the oppressive and arrogant 

Castilians. Using such technique, Laila Lalami must have been aware that   

The dialogical word is always in an intense relationship with another’s word, being 

addressed to a listener and anticipating a response. Because it is designed to produce 

a response, it has a combative quality (e.g. parody or polemic). It resists closure or 

unambiguous expression, and fails to produce a ‘whole’. It is a consciousness lived 

constantly on the borders of other consciousnesses. (Robinson) 
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Therefore, Mustafa becomes a narrative voice that represents, through the force of dialogism, 

a multi-dimensional narrative and a rich perspective.    

1-2-2- Discursive Strategies 

The postcolonial reading that approaches the discursive strategies used in any text is 

very essential to understand the novel’s political position. Indeed, the presence of discursive 

strategies like allegory, subversion, inversion, and others is very common in the making of 

postcolonial counter-discourses. And in fact, these discursive strategies help the author 

transitions from the fictive context of the novel to the focal points of her/his political or 

ideological concern. As an opening insight, Lalami’s novel can be considered as the 

‘shadow’ of Cabeza de Vaca’s text La Relación, making her text a typical postcolonial 

counter-discourse. Consequently, the literary strategies within The Moor’s Account, can be 

approached, using Helen Tiffin’s words, as “postcolonial counter-discursive strategies” that 

work to offer a reading practice which is politically situated and involved with the production 

of meaning (23). And because one assumes that Lalami’s ‘production of meaning’ depends 

greatly on her proper use of ‘ literary’ discursive strategies such as narrative technique, irony, 

allegory, and tropes, our textual analysis will consider major discursive features in The 

Moor’s Account, attempting to outline their postcolonial significations. 

The first discursive strategy our analytical study is interested in is the ‘narrative 

technique’. It is essential to note that The Moor’s Account is a character-based story that 

introduces the reader to the main character, Mustafa, the ‘Moorish slave’ as its narrator. 

Although the notion of heroism is not really stressed in the novel, one finds Lalami 

presenting Mustafa as a complex narrator and storyteller. As foresaid, the Moor is someone 

who is considered inferior and pejoratively perceived by the Spaniards. Additionally, the 

narrator is legally a slave. And the slave also is someone who is bound by the ultimate control 

of his master, miserably treated, and deprived from the basic rights in claiming religion, 
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knowledge, or power. Given such facts holding Mustafa under severe stigmatization, he still 

has been able to surpass the stigma and channel his way in world history through narration. 

Hence, when Lalami choses to give him an authoritative status, as a reporter, and enables 

him to manipulate a course in history, then her strategy must sound stimulating and 

provocative. Mustafa recalls readers with Ghomari, the mythical character in Lalami’s 

Hopes and Other Dangerous Pursuits, who stands heroically against the emasculation of a 

tyrant Sultan and wins back his honour, Jenara (Mami 61). And while Ghomari has 

subversively used his artistic ability in rug weaving to challenge the authority of the Sultan, 

Mustafa in The Moor’s Account has used his ‘narrative-voice’ to beat up the Spaniards’ lies.  

In that sense, the ‘narrative technique’ in the novel presents the reader with the first tool 

Lalami has employed in her project of reconstruction. And accordingly, the study effectively 

approachs it as a significant discursive strategy used in the novel, especially for its ability to 

encompass many other techniques that are to be seen next.  

Another crucial counter-discursive technique used in the novel is irony. In his article 

“The serious work of humor in postcolonial literature” (2011), Adele Holoch writes: “in the 

simplest definitions of the concept, irony is deployed to convey a meaning other than what 

is directly said” (78). Irony as a literary device and as a model of humour can be discussed 

in relation to its function, as Holoch notes to be “a state of vision, of feeling and of 

consciousness” (27). In The Moor’s Account, one finds irony standing in its representational 

form that translates the narrator’s vision or feeling towards people and matters he describes. 

Before providing an example for irony in the novel, one would consider essentially Holoch’s 

remark about the use of irony in literary texts. Holoch explains that “the authors’ irony 

effectively privileges the voices that can run as undercurrents beneath the authoritative 

discourses upholding patriarchal, religious and caste-related social codes within their 

cultures, and reflect those voices’ surprising subversive potential” (30). In the case of The 
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Moor’s Account and with a consideration of its post-colonial condition, the ‘authoritative 

discourse’ that the ironic representations are employed against in the novel is the 

‘Eurocentric discourse’ La Relación, as the canonical record of the expedition.  

In reconstructing the history of the Narváez Expedition, Laila Lalami subverts the 

codes of the canonical text in a way that sounds mostly ironic. Using Tiffin’s words on 

Coetzee’s Foe (1986), Lalami destabilizes the dominant hegemonic discourse in la Relación, 

through revealing its codes as being historically contestable to extend an African “counter-

discourse which is perpetually conscious of its own ideologically constructed subject matter 

and speaks ironically from within it” (27). The significant presence of irony in the text is its 

ability to voice critical matters in a subtle way. The effect of surprise each ironical scene 

creates within The Moor’s Account reflects Lalami’s ability to manage the discursive field 

she has created in her work.  

In The Moor’s Account, readers learn from Mustafa major interactions between the 

Castilians and the Indians that sound ironical in a way that triggers attention. Although the 

narrator does not overtly communicate his goal of criticizing the attitudes of the Castilian 

men, readers experiment his evaluative impressions through the ironic tone accompanying 

his description. In other words, his testimony presents an irony that is mostly “rooted in a 

quieter play between the said and the unsaid, and while it aims toward critique, it is not often 

directed at an enemy or a target in [an] explicit way” (Holoch 30). In this sense, Mustafa’s 

use of irony reveals his awareness of his weak disposition – as a peripheral who cannot react 

in a direct, daring manner – thus he prefers to oppose his enemy indirectly. The first scene 

in the novel where such irony is present is when Mustafa describes the ‘speech of conquest’ 

delivered by the notary of the expedition. Addressing the ‘absent inhabitants’ of the land, 

the notary says:  

On behalf of the King and Queen, he said, we wish to make it known that this land 

belongs to God our Lord, Living and Eternal. God has appointed one man, called St. 
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Peter, to be the governor of all the men in the world … The successor of St. Peter in 

this role is our Holy Father, the Pope, who has made a donation of this terra firma to 

the King and Queen. Therefore, we ask and require that you acknowledge the Church 

as the ruler of this world, and the priest whom we call Pope, and the King and Queen, 

as lords of this territory. (TMA 13) 

 

From Mustafa’s perspective, it is critical to approach the notary’s speech considering the 

two major aspects of ironic implications in this scene. The first one is speechifying the 

Indians who are ‘not present’ to hear and respond to the speech of the conquerors of their 

land. The second one is the declaration of la Florida a ‘terra firma’ (firm land) that belongs 

to God, and should be governed by the church and the king. The irony within such 

declaration is that no logic, not even the savages’, submits that God has assigned the church 

and the Spanish king to turn the ‘terra firma’ to a ‘terra nullius’ (nobody’s land) as a territory 

legitimate for conquest. Only in the logic of the conquistadors, this is possible. 

Additionally, the notary says: 

If you do as we say, you will do well and we shall receive you in all love and charity. 

But if you refuse to comply, or maliciously delay in it…we will make war 

against…and shall take your wives and children, and shall make slaves of them, and 

shall take away your goods, and shall do you all the mischief and damage that we 

can. And if this should happen, we protest that the deaths and losses will be your 

fault, and not that of their Highnesses, or of the cavaliers here present. (TMA 13) 

 

This passage communicates an irony that aims at ridiculing the European mind-set towards 

conquest and its norms. Within this ironic scene the writer ridicules the way imperialists 

‘expect’ total obedience from the ‘Other’. This principle is based on very ancient 

‘legitimizing narratives’ such as the ‘Divine Right of kings’ and ‘monarchical absolutism’ 

that Lalami has indirectly subverted using irony. With these imperial beliefs, the 

Castilians/Europeans justify the violence they practice on the natives.  

 Within the same chapter, another ironical scene is when Mustafa sees some Indians 

the first moment remarking: “the stories I had heard about the Indians had me expecting 

something incredible, fire-breathing jinns perhaps, but these men looked harmless to me—
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especially next to the Castilian soldiers” (TMA 15). Mustafa’s remark playfully suggests the 

Castilians are liars and prejudicial.  

Eventually one sees how irony promotes and re-constructs a counter-discourse in The 

Moor’s Account through Mustafa’s perception. Moreover, irony allows Mustafa to exert an 

implicit, yet effective, influence on the audience’s opinion towards serious issues like 

European sense of authority and arrogance by applying traits of violence, foolishness, and 

prejudice to the Castilian characters.  

Allegory is another discursive strategy that Lalami has used in the novel as a means 

of unsettling major imperial representations. The symbolic overtones provided by Mustafa 

in the narrative implement subversions in some cultural, social, and personal signifiers about 

the ‘self’ and ‘Other’ that challenge the Eurocentric judgments. In The Moor’s Account 

Lalami has worked through allegory, using Aijaz Ahmed’s words, to “give appropriate form 

… to the national experience. [and] the range of questions that may be asked of the [her] 

text[] … must predominantly refer, then, in one way or other, to representations of 

colonialism, nationhood, post-coloniality, the typology of rulers, their powers, corruptions 

and so forth” (Basavraj 161). Accordingly, allegory stands in the text as a means by which 

Lalami could render subjective realities and images about a ‘world’ that has for so long been 

dominated by imperialist forces, challenging colonial representations. Again, it gives a voice 

for those ushered into silence. The paper argues that the presence of allegory in The Moor’s 

Account has circumscribed the outside world where Empire symbolizes “order where there 

[is] chaos, faith where there [is] idolatry, peace where there [is] savagery, and since its 

benefits [are] so indisputably clear, it could be spread through peaceful means” (TMA 228). 

That is, meanwhile the Castilians emerge as the representatives of progress, sophistication, 

peace and enlightenment, in terms that promote permissiveness, ignorance, and savagery to 

the ‘Other/s’, allegory according to Stephen Slemon manifest as “a site upon which [the 
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Others] seek to contest and subvert colonialist appropriation” (11). Thus, Lalami has 

contained major imperial representative cases of the ‘self’ vis-à-vis the ‘other’ in order to 

demonstrate her allegorical construction.   

To begin with, the paper’s analysis of allegory in the novel will consider the first 

symbolic element ‘the forest’. Lalami presumes that far from law and order, the nature of 

each person is at best revealed and exposed. The mask of civilization and cultural 

advancement, which the European ‘city’ imposes on its inhabitants, finally falls down in the 

middle of the wilderness. Accordingly, the author builds the notion of freedom and 

independence within each character reflecting referential values and behaviours Mustafa 

works to transmit in details to the audience. While narrating, Mustafa associates the 

Castilians with qualities that contradict their typology as being civilized, ethical, or even 

peaceful by depicting most of their cruel attitudes. Describing their violence he says: “here 

and there, a few Indians had managed to inflict grievous harm … but more often, the Indians 

suffered injury … I was not a man of arms and I knew nothing of battles, but I could see that 

this was not a fair match, that the Indians had no hope of winning” (TMA 23). In particular, 

this scene symbolizes the unfair match between the European conqueror and the dispersed 

communities he conquers regarding the difference between the two parties in terms of 

‘power’.  

Another allegorical scene for the unfaithfulness and barbarity of European 

imperialism is found when Mustafa describes the Castilian soldiers “dragging women out of 

the earth mound. The women clawed at the men’s faces and pulled their beards, but the men 

easily restrained them. One of the Castilians lifted a girl off the ground and, slinging her 

over his shoulder like a sack of wheat, he ran to his lodge” (TMA 71). In such scenes, the 

notion of civilization and peace that the Europeans attribute to themselves and their Empire 

are totally subverted and disrupted. As a result, brutality, barbarity and corruption would 
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stand allegorical for European imperialism in contrast with the Eurocentric teachings about 

the ‘self’ and ‘Other.’ 

Checking more complex allegorical situations, the study considers the allegory of 

‘power’ according to the perception of the imperial and the non-imperial. While the imperial 

discourse puts weapons and armies as a symbol of power and control, Lalami, re-establishes 

the conditions of power and control around the very basic human requirements: food, shelter, 

and safety. When survival becomes the only objective for Mustafa and the remaining 

Castilians, the force of the army and advanced weapons turns completely invalid. The force 

of soldiers, horses, and weapons that once granted the superiority of the Castilians over the 

Indians: “tell the savages, the governor said, to take me to Apalache. He considered it 

beneath him to speak directly to the Indians” (TMA 21), is eventually demolishing in front 

of the land’s hardships. Confirming, Mustafa reports: 

But no food; no ammunition; no rope or twine; no fishing poles or nets; no tents or 

bedding; nothing that could help us survive on the island … perhaps we can go to the 

Indian village for help. With his good eye, the soldier Ruíz gave me a vicious look. 

No, we cannot. There was an authority to his tone that I resented immediately. We 

must, I countered. We have no other choice. (TMA 124) 

 

Lalami’s objective from establishing this kind of allegories seems to be bringing the imperial 

and Eurocentric codes of power, civilization, and superiority under severe questioning and 

contention. Likewise, the author subverts the stereotypic codes of inferiority and denigration 

attributed to the non-Europeans in the middle of such unique experience.   

The last discursive strategy to be examined is the trope. Our analysis to this strategy 

will include a detailed explanation about its use and significance in The Moor’s Account. 

Literally, the trope refers to the “metaphorical or figurative use of words in which writers 

shift from the literal meanings of words to their non-literal meanings” (LiteraryDevices 

Editors). In other words, the trope is an extended metaphor that uses a single element (person, 

thing, idea, etc.) to refer to an abstract thought or image. Mostly, the trope builds abstract 
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conceptions around very recognized and clichéd images or ideas in a way that jumps from 

the literary to the non-literary conventions. Indeed, Lalami has used this literary device to 

communicate very stimulating assumptions based on one very basic attribute: Mustafa’s 

‘silence’. The silence of the protagonist can be elaborated on in many ways to justify his 

survival. That is, the silence and tranquillity of Lalami’s protagonist could be regarded as a 

strategy of survival and salvation. Lalami’s implication of Mustafa’s silence can stand for a 

‘subversive construct’ beyond the actual silence mistaken as passivity he displays during his 

experience with the Castilians. This construct indicates his acute awareness as to the need 

for survival. That is, one sign of Mustafa’s weakness (silence) becomes the turning point 

that has brought power of preserving one’s life. Respectively, silence will be analysed as a 

trope of survival.  

In The Moor’s Account, the protagonist is a character who is marked by his calmness 

and quietude. The reader learns from the beginning of the story that Mustafa as a child was 

put by his father in situations where he had to remain silent all the time: “he began to take 

me with him whenever he met his customers. But I maintained my silence. Silence taught 

me to observe. Silence made me invisible to those who speak” (TMA 32). Mustafa through 

this statement focuses on two aspects of silence, observation and invisibility. And as the 

story prolongs, especially after his bondage, we find him making a special use of these two 

aspects in order to keep himself away from any traumatic consequences. In one occasional 

scene, an important Moroccan proverb is stated by Mustafa to stress his decision to maintain 

silence in the middle of the provocations caused by the Castilians, as he recalls: “this made 

no sense to me, yet I remained silent … The elders teach us: a living dog is better than a dead 

lion” (TMA 16). Such cultural precept explains the way Mustafa has learned to engage with 

the surroundings in his utmost insecurity and weakness by means of avoiding any foolish 

engagements.    
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In line with this proverb, Mustafa once admits that it is fear that mastered and “won 

out” every slave in her/his state of weakness and the consequence of disobeying it could 

result punishment or death. In one scene, he describes his companion slave Ramatullai that 

was sexually abused by their Spaniard master Rodriguez, at night in the kitchen. He says: 

“the silent gaze between us spoke of our disbelief. Every slave knew this could happen, but 

no slave believed it would, until it did. Pain, anger, and rebellion bubbled inside us. But in 

the end fear won out; she turned her face away and I lowered my eyes and returned to my 

closet” (TMA 105, amphasis added). However, by questioning the trope that Lalami uses, 

one finds that the advantage of Mustafa’s silence at that time could only emerge with his 

freedom, that is when he could write his account and tell his story, the Indians’ and 

Ramatullai’s as well. In other words, silence becomes a way by which Mustafa could defeat 

his master (or his fear in the broader sense of the state of being dominated) by the end of his 

experience as a slave. His awareness of the necessity of preserving his life and working for 

his freedom from the European dominance, enables him via quietude to exert agency at the 

end. In this relation, Mustafa says: “for a long time, I kept to my silence, wrapping myself 

in it like an old, comfortable cloak” (TMA 80). Indeed, Mustafa’s reader would agree with 

Lalami’s decision to put ‘silence’ in the face of the ambiguous destiny of her character. 

 Throughout the story, the reader does not meet in Mustafa a daring character but 

rather a very flexible one who represents a quality of cognition and heaviness of patience. 

Silence therefore becomes a potential that Mustafa appears to use wisely and rationally for 

his advantage. Accordingly, the reader experiments Mustafa’s active interaction with the 

different situations later in the story only after he finds himself in a position that excels 

Castilian dignitaries. As a result, he starts to share ideas, make suggestions, and propose 

solutions. Here Mustafa says: “there is another way, I said. We can build rafts. All eyes fixed 

themselves upon me. So accustomed were the Castilians to my silence— one or two of the 
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lieutenants might even have thought me deaf and dumb … [b]ut my idea had already been 

spoken. It could not be unheard” (TMA 99). Clearly, from Mustafa’s words, Lalami seems 

to be sharing her opinion that Mustafa is able, gradually more than before, to talk and interact 

with the Castilians just because he could maintain silence in the beginning of the journey. 

Then through time, Mustafa is being necessarily given the chance by ‘natural forces’ to speak 

up his ideas and opinions just like the other Castilians.  

All in all, Lalami’s presentation of a character who is conscious of the outcomes of his 

actions and reactions within the different situations he encounters as a slave/colonized, and 

her decision to link the management of his circumstances with silence, mirrors her construct 

of resistance towards the dominant forces. And through approaching the trope as a discursive 

strategy one concludes that Lalami has reconstructed the image of her postcolonial character 

Mustafa through reconstructing the image of ‘resistance’ itself.  

1-3- Thematic Concerns 

With a postcolonial reading of the literary statements of The Moor’s Account vis-à-vis 

the reconstruction of Mustafa’s narrative, major themes prevail in the novel. These themes 

vary between colonial issues such as enslavement, balance of power, alienation, and exile. 

But they all motivate the process of subverting the imperial dichotomies of white/black, 

master/slave, and superior/inferior. In the current textual analysis, the theme of balance of 

power is probably the most important one to consider, regarding that it necessarily involves 

the other themes. Accordingly, this paper has chosen to discuss it on their behalf.  

Assumedly, Lalami’s aim from reconstructing Mustafa’s his/story, seeks social and 

political transformations through the notion of ‘authority’. The act of controlling and 

enslaving African or Indian subjects by European imperialists made it natural to perceive the 

image of European master and non-European slave during the last five hundred years. 
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However, imagining control/enslavement the other way around, could undeniably shake the 

whole body of Empire and Eurocentrism.  

In The Moor’s Account, the author uses the postcolonial themes ‘balance of power’ 

and ‘enslavement’ to address more than the story of the black Moroccan who falls into 

slavery and dominance, but also, to agitate the idea of European master over African/Indian 

slave and switch roles of control and authority. For this matter, the story of Mustafa’s 

bondage to the Castilians would sound a cliché; thus it becomes more accurate to focus on 

the idea of dominance from the Indians’ perspective. After facing all possible hardships in 

the middle of the forest, the Castilian men find themselves under the mercy of the Indian 

tribes, seeking food, shelter and security. While some tribes welcome them as guests, others 

exert hard work on them in return: “Delenchavan, the cacique, put a stop to all of this. He 

decreed that we were to work for the meat his hunters were giving us: we had to collect 

firewood or fetch water or grind nuts for it” (TMA 129). Mustafa reports such matter to 

enable the reader to imagine a world where the Indian becomes a master over the European 

by right of nativity.  

The Castilians who arrived to the Land of Indians as men of power, authority and 

superiority, suddenly turn into desperate workers under the Indians’ supremacy. As the story 

shows, the fate of Mustafa and his companions put them in the hands of some Indian tribes 

who “had no objection to […] joining [their] band, provided that [they] worked for [their] 

food and followed their laws and customs” (TMA 156). However, Mustafa raises his remark 

that the ‘balance of power’ that takes place between the two parties is not welcomed by the 

Castilians, and that although the works the Indians ask for are “a fair judgment, but one that, 

I noticed, several among the Castilians appeared to resent—they considered it beneath them 

to work for the Indians” (TMA 129). According to Mustafa, the fact that the Castilians’ 
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conditions in the New World do not preserve any of the ‘old imperial canons’, their 

bendability to the ‘new Indian canon’ becomes severely problematic for them.  

 Another significant aspect wherein Lalami subversively creates the notion of 

‘balance of power’ between the dominant and the dominated, is ‘knowledge’. But this time, 

it is Mustafa who controls that balance. Following the events, Mustafa is depicted as silent 

and passive under the conditions set by the Castilian masters. However, Lalami, surprises 

her reader in the last parts of the story, by letting Mustafa try out his impactful capacities as 

a translator, as a storyteller and finally as a faith healer. Although in the original source, the 

art of faith-healing is attributed to one of the three Castilian survivors, named Captain 

Castillo (Cabeza de Vaca 14), Lalami has ascribed such art to a Moroccan background. This 

permits Mustafa to become the source of knowledge as he has acquired it in his mother-land, 

where “[he] watched fortune-tellers, faith healers, herbalists, apothecaries, and beggars. 

They promised a healthy child, a painless life, a pliant husband, a dutiful wife, or a path to 

heaven” (TMA 31).  

 With such token, the narrator shares his experience of childhood and adulthood 

where he has learnt important knowledge (sciences) among which communicative skills 

prevail. In the forest and among the Indians, these knowledges and skills play a great role in 

the survival of Mustafa and his companions. Through Lalami’s characteristic implications, 

readers of The Moor’s Account are informed with the protagonist’s linguistic dexterity. 

Mustafa says: “I made my request, speaking to him not in Spanish but in his native language, 

which I had learned as a child in Azemmur” (TMA 36). And adds: “but every day, as a child 

does, I learned new words. Eventually I was able to carry on longer conversations with my 

new friends” (TMA 130). Furthermore, the reader learns about Mustafa’s herbalist 

knowledge: “I left Castillo to attend to the cookfire and went into the fields behind the camp 

to look for some zaatar, which I used to make an infusion. Drink this, I said, kneeling beside 
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Dorantes … it was a simple remedy my mother used whenever I complained of a 

stomachache, and it was safe to use on anyone” (TMA 167-168). Then finally the reader 

discovers Mustafa’s most competent dealing with stories and storytelling:  

If I was confronted with an illness I did not recognize, I listened to the sick man or 

woman and offered consolation in the guise of a long story. After all, what the 

sufferers needed most of all was an assurance that someone understood their pain 

and that, if not a full cure, at least some respite from it lay further ahead. This, too, 

was something I had learned in the markets of Azemmur: a good story can heal. 

(TMA 172)  

After all, the moor has become the one who saves everyone: Castilians and Indians alike. As 

Lalami implies, finally Mustafa’s potentiality contributes to a large extent in enhancing his 

condition and the condition of his Castilian companions. Respectively one reads from 

Mustafa: “by the end of the winter, the Avavares began to treat us as honoured members of 

the tribe rather than drifters who had to be tolerated. No longer did they ask us to collect 

firewood or fetch water or wash animal skins. Nor did they ask us to take part in hunts…” 

(TMA 172). Eventually, the significance of putting Estebanico and the Indians in an 

authoritative position against the imperial laws of ‘Self’ and ‘Other’ is undeniable. And 

Lalami’s process of subverting some major ‘realities’ and ‘codes’ imposed by the 

Eurocentric discourse reflects her postcolonial, revolutionary attempt to ‘reconstruct’ history 

from an African peripheral perspective. 

Indeed, the normalization of such ‘Afrocentric’ account suggests that the marginalization 

of Estebanico from the heart of history, has set the stage for Lalami’s postcolonial writing-

back mission. Because as Basavraj puts it, “[f]rom the literary point of view, the job of the 

[postcolonial] writer…[is] to evolve the spirit of retrieval attending on history, Arts, Culture, 

Science since these ‘meta-narratives’ are generated as European constructs and written by 

the colonizer” (159). In this respect, and as the new historical viewpoint promoted by The 

Moor’s Account, the aforementioned domains tend to be ready for ‘power’ as exerted by 
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non-Europeans. Finally, Lalami’s establishment of her anti-colonial discourse has lied on 

constructing a fictional space where her reader could relate importance and value to 

African/Indian cognitive systems, accounting for the force of the indigenous culture in a way 

that resists and negates the axiomatic dialectics of the imperial culture.  

1-4- Conclusion  

Lalami subscribes into a postcolonial discourse as indicated in the earlier discussion on 

The Moor’s Account. She does this via her extensive deployment of literary techniques and 

formalities that have enabled an exploration of major preoccupations in the novel. As 

explained, the examination of the book’s literary features and the establishment of a concrete 

relationship between their literariness and the novel’s postcolonial stance supports our 

comprehension of the project of ‘reconstruction’ as a literary united whole. Hence, the 

examination of the story’s title, themes, allegories, dialogues, and the rest of literary 

implications could enable the reader to approach Lalami’s literary constructs as an explicit 

declaration of an anti-colonial tenet. Thus finally, reducing the book to its literary 

constitutive elements has effectively allowed the drawing of a closer look at its undercurrent 

anti-imperial outlooks and its major counter-discursive features.  
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Chapter Two: The Moor’s Account Postcolonially Considered  

“One can produce an imaginary discourse about real events that may not be less ‘true’ for being 

imaginary. . . The same is true with respect to narrative representations of reality, especially when, 

as in historical discourses, these representations are of ‘the human past’” (Hayden White). 

1-1- Introduction 

Among many postcolonial writers who find Imperial History an interesting field for 

cultural, political, and ideological investments, Lalami is noticed with her historical narrative 

The Moor’s Account. It is important to note that different postcolonial writers have reflected 

on colonial and post-colonial experiences in the light of former narratives existent in the 

imperial archives. In Innes Catherine’s own expression, the postcolonial works of these 

writers “can be read as alternative histories which both challenge colonial narratives and 

give voice to those whose stories have been ignored or overwhelmed by European 

historians” (40). In this sense, ‘Postcolonial historiography’ has come to light. Indeed, the 

investment of the historical side of the Empire has allowed basic re-constructions of national 

as well as cultural identities. Here, African writers, just like Indian or Caribbean ones, could 

nurse pre-colonial, colonial, and post-colonial histories, tracing their agenda for ‘alternative 

anti-imperial representations’.  

The Moor’s Account, as Benabed and Sendri remark, is a “counter-history of the original 

account of the Narváez Expedition” (25); namely, a counter discourse to the Spanish 

canonical text. The novel’s poetics reflect a ‘writing-back’ process that takes a central 

imperial history under its scope. With such process, Lalami has exerted a re-making/re-

constructing of that history from an ‘Other’ African perspective. As expected, Mustafa’s 

‘radical otherness’ has created a voice that assumes resistance to imperial/canonical 

narratives, histories, and representations through presenting novel connotations. such 

otherness, according to Ashcroft, et al., “include[s] the assumption of authority, ‘voice’, and 
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control of the ‘word’, that is, seizure and control of the means of interpretation and 

communication. In many post-colonial texts, this is achieved by means of a ‘rewriting’ of 

canonical stories” (96). For Mustafa, Lalami’s fictional text, as Elboubekri argues is a chance 

to the “unmaking/re-making of a grand-narrative using micro narrative frameworks that 

highlight salient differences from the official record” (2). However, it is important to note 

that among the different strategies empowering such historical re-construction, the 

postcolonial strategy of ‘subversion’ holds a significant position. The present analysis will 

focus on the historical aspect of re-construction in Lalami’s The Moor’s Account, with a 

special focus on ‘subversion’.  

1-2- Reconstruction through Subversion 

The strategy of subversion is strongly present in the novel as a way of ‘remaking’ a 

reality that opposes the discourse of the dominant group, the Castilians. Subversion is a 

discursive technique that upholds the ‘reversion’ and the ‘dismantling’ (mostly 

contradictory) of an existent story or image, in order to put forward a new one. According 

to Basavraj, subversion is “the natural and inevitable response of decolonizing process 

occurring in a postcolonial mind against colonial oppression” (146). Once the subversive 

aspect in The Moor’s Account is revealed, the reader will be able to grasp the way Lalami’s 

reconstruction has purposefully manifested against the Eurocentric canon. Our examination 

of the strategy of ‘subversion’ will focus on Helen Tiffin’s assumptions on its use and 

significance as a counter-discursive mode, in her article “Post-Colonial Literatures and 

Counter-Discourse” (1987). Although the matter of ‘reconstruction through subversion’ is 

discussed differently by Tiffin, but her significant engagement with that strategy, in addition 

to inversion and discursion, makes a reliable entry to our examination of the subversive 

perspective of The Moor’s Account. 
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The phenomenon of ‘writing back’ to an imperial text is discussed ‘postcolonially’ in 

relation to many prominent novels that dealt with canonical (historical and fictional) 

discourses. What marks the subversive side of these novels is their nursery to colonial 

dialectics as ideologically constructed; a dimension which calls for a subversive manoeuvres 

from the competing perspectives of postcolonialism. As Tiffin notes: “[t]hese subversive 

maneuvers … are what is characteristic of post-colonial texts, as the subversive is 

characteristic of post-colonial discourse in general” (18). Hence, subversion becomes vital 

in providing counter-discourses with so much emphasis on generating peripheral anti-

imperial assumptions through dismantling the imperially constructed ones. 

A good example of reversal in the context of subversion is Coetzee’s Foe (1986). Foe is 

a postcolonial text that re-reads and re-write the English canonical text Daniel Defoe's 

Robinson Crusoe (1719) in a subversive way. The novel assumes its postcolonial position 

through the dismantling of different imperial relations inside the Eurocentric text Robinson 

Crusoe, particularly via the subversion of Defoe’s major fictional characters, including 

Crusoe’s slave ‘Friday’, Coetzee’s shadow protagonist. Following the same stream of 

thinking, Lalami’s narrative is constituted as a counter-discursive account that overshadows 

the Spanish canonical text with a subversive representation of the historical characters 

involved in it. As the study will show in details, the postcolonial mission of the novel is to 

reconstruct cultural as well as personal spaces for the peripheral subject/the ‘Other’, defying 

the representational codes of the dominant discourses by offering new ones.  

Indeed, using Spivak’s reason, one concludes that Lalami’s text is “not to describe ‘the 

way things really were’ or to privilege the narrative of history as imperialism as the best 

version of history. It is, rather, to offer an account of how an explanation and narrative of 

reality was established as the normative one” (Spivak 24). That is, by fictionalizing history, 

and subversively re-making its hierarchies and contours from an African perspective, Lalami 
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is suggesting that the imperial version of history has been hitherto made through a task that 

is as subversive, subjective, and personal as writing fiction.  

The subversion within The Moor’s Account is undeniably strong, and this would lead the 

reader to believe that Lalami, in her reconstruction, has not only considered the assumptions 

of Cabeza de Vaca’s text to build her own, but most importantly has followed an ‘avant-

gardist’ principle that neglected the supremacy of his historical record. In his book Writing 

History as a Prophet. Postmodernist Innovations of the Historical Novel (1991)4, Lies 

Wesseling writes: “experimental writers … [and] the various representatives of the historical 

avant-garde, who consciously sought to articulate the hitherto inarticulate … generally 

neglected historical materials” (1). In such view, The Moor’s Account does not stand in the 

face of the canonical text as a simple shadow to its underlying philosophy, but rather as a 

reflection that holds in itself a distinctive anti-imperial philosophy, namely, abrogative in its 

attitudes towards the imperial canon. Hence, Lalami’s objective to revive Mustafa’s lost 

history does not merely serve in identifying an African agency, but also serves taking the 

historical ‘incident’ out of the Eurocentric material, adopting a neglecting attitude towards 

its dictations, and finally allowing a historiography from the marginalized perspective of the 

‘Moor’. Lalami’s avant-gardist attitude towards that Spanish history refers to a 

revolutionary attitude towards the hegemony of Empire as a whole. With this, Lalami posits 

that the African voice does not offer a space for negotiation, instead, for total rebellion. 

Respectively, Mustafa says: “I swore to myself that, once in Seville, I would find a way of 

returning to my people; I would make in reverse the journey I had made five years earlier. 

This was how I went from the complete despair of uncertainty to the feverish dream of a 

                                                             
4 Although Lies Wesseling’s book is concerned with the rewriting of History from Post-modernist perspective, 

and he uses the term to refer to famous writers such as William Faulkner, Robert Coover, Virginia Woolf, etc., 

whom he believes were effective in producing a historical avant-gardist movement through approaching 

historical episodes and rewriting them based on Postmodernist views, the tern is used in relation to Lalami’s 

postcolonial project for it follows the avant-gardist attitudes towards a particular history. For such elaboration, 

see the first chapter of the book, entitled “Postmodernism and History”, pages 1 to 17 respectively.  
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new beginning” (TMA 110). The narrator’s desire for a new beginning shows that he 

completely bears his position against his Master. That is how he assumes an avant-gardist 

stance permitting him to overturn that dominance via a subversive, counterpart testimony.  

Paralleling such view nevertheless, Tiffin remarks that the ‘new text’ does not subvert 

for an absolute need to replace the dominant discourse, however, its subversion is 

“deliberately provisional; [it] do[es] not overturn or invert the dominant in order to become 

dominant in [its] turn, but to question the foundations of the ontologies and epistemological 

systems which would see such binary structures as inescapable” (18). For Tiffin, it is enough 

for a postcolonial text to be discursive (rather than extremely avant-gardist or oppositional) 

to upset the absolutism of the imperial discourse. Still, even if The Moor’s Account does not 

aim at replacing Cabeza de Vaca’s discourse, to become the new dominant one, it deems its 

historiographic position for recognition by virtue of dislodging the sense of ‘axiom’ in 

European historiographies.  

1-2-1- Representing Historical Characters Otherwise  

 In The Moor’s Account, Lalami represents the three main categories (African, 

Castilians, and the Natives) with their different attributions on different levels such as 

culture, politics, ethics, and intellect. The subversive strategies Lalami has used in her 

representation of each category allow the reader to check Eurocentric imbalances. The 

significance of checking these imbalances is to stress the historical and cultural agencies of 

the ex-colonized subjects. 

 Subverting La Relación is a process that has passed through different stages where 

its Eurocentric dialectics are scrutinized and invalidated. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, Lalami has started her project of reconstruction through subverting the history of 

her main character Estebanico, as it is provided by his captors. The author could manoeuvre 

her postcolonial reconstruction starting with the fact that the historical figure Estebanico has 
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been such an impactful agent in the Narváez Expedition – as one of only four survivors and 

as the first black African explorer of the American continent in the 16th century (Estevanico 

Biography - North American Explorer). Nevertheless, he has been silenced in the European 

historical records. Thus, Lalami’s text becomes Estebanico’s opportunity to exert his agency 

as an ‘initiation of a possible resistance’ (Elboubekri 14). In other words, Lalami’s character 

could be viewed as the most fundamental element in her resistant historiography, through 

which, she could constructively establish her politics and presumptions of resistance. 

Indeed, using Ashcroft, et al.’s words in their book The Empire Writes Back (1989), 

Lalami, being “aware of the special character of [her] postcolonial text” (14), has granted 

Estebanico an opportunity that follows the principle Spivak suggests as “the oppressed, if 

given the chance … can speak and know their conditions” (25). And based on that principle, 

the author/narrator could generate “oppositional sentiments against the ‘dominant’ 

discourses of the ‘centre’ … [that] are reflected through the resistance literature produced in 

an environment of utmost desire of total Independence” (Basavraj 158). In The Moor’s 

Account, the reader meets a narrator who is willing to revolt against the imperial hegemony, 

with an authority that Lalami’s text grants for him as being “the actual substance of 

experience” (Ashcroft, et al. 77). In fact, the writer opines that “Eurocentrism had to- and 

still continues to-falsify, misrepresent, and distort human/world history as His-Story, His 

Eurocentric-Story in order to maintain European global dominance/hegemony” (Hoskins 1). 

Therefore, she presents a self-reflective personage who has the ability and will to tell his 

story by means of subverting the politics of Eurocentrism. Respectively, the narrator asserts 

his will “to correct details in [the] history that was compiled by [his] companions the three 

Castilian gentlemen” (TMA 9). A declaration wherein the reader would easily identify anti-

colonial poetics. 
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In fact, Lalami, in her process of re-presentation, romanticizes her postcolonial 

character preparing the reader to sympathize with him and embrace his perspective. In the 

beginning of the story, Mustafa says: “unlike [the Castilians], I was never called upon to 

testify to the Spanish Viceroy about our journey among the Indians” (TMA 9). Here, the 

author invites the reader to open up for the new perspective of Mustafa, whom she depicts 

as someone who is superfluous, put by forcing circumstances in the middle of a complex 

relationship between the Castilians and the Indians. Actually, it is also interesting to follow 

how Lalami has prepared the protagonist for taking the responsibility of the narrative. Along 

the novel, Mustafa proves his worth to tell this story, being a character who reflects 

objectivity, sincerity, attentiveness, and other traits which any witness would need to be 

accounted for. This technique subverts the hegemonic condition that has left Mustafa among 

the Castilians a subaltern unworthy to speak. In the beginning of the narrative, there is an 

essential part where Mustafa asks himself a question that, from a hypothetical point of view, 

can be considered as the book’s ‘central question’ and a key to the story’s extract. Mustafa 

repeats: “O Lord, I thought, what am I doing here in this strange land, in the middle of a 

battle between two foreign peoples? How did it get to this?” (TMA 24). The question 

suggests that Mustafa is wondering about his position between these two groups of people, 

which he belongs to neither. With no hindsight about the significance of his presence in the 

unknown world, the narrator feels anxious and weak. Yet, and unsurprisingly, his question 

is answered in the last part of the story when he declares: “[a]nd so I began to write my 

account. For every lie I had heard about the imperial expedition that had brought me to the 

edge of the world, I would tell the truth” (TMA 219).  

Mustafa’s founded mission to tell his story can be considered the ‘literary motif’ 

behind Lalami’s investment in the history of the expedition, and this is why it is the first 

thing Mustafa declares in his account. Additionally, he highlights his ‘advantage as being 
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unbound by any social or political specifications, in contrast with his Castilians companions; 

he says: 

But it is my belief that, under the pressure of the Bishop, the Viceroy, and the 

Marquis of the Valley, and in accordance with the standards set by their positions, 

they were led to omit certain events while exaggerating others, and to suppress some 

details while inventing others, whereas I, who is neither beholden to Castilian men 

of power, nor bound by the rules of a society to which I do not belong, feel free to 

recount the true story of what happened to my companions and me. (TMA 9) 

 

Indeed, Mustafa’s remark implements within the reader a sense of certainty that enables 

him/her to subscribe to Mustafa’s account. Assumedly, Lalami’s reader, instead of taking 

sometime to question the validity of Mustafa’s assumptions, s/he starts to interact with them. 

Thus, Mustafa’s compacted engagements with the events, realities, and individuals in this 

experience make the reader perceive him as a convenient witness of history, and occasionally 

a dependable storyteller. 

As for reconstruction through subverting representation, one finds that the narrative 

is constituted in a way that enriches the reader’s knowledge about Mustafa, his qualities, 

origins, and culture on the one hand; while on the other, gets them to learn about the Others 

(Indians and Castilians) from ‘his perspective’. Indeed, it is significant for Lalami to create 

a narrator who, due to the European’s abuses, becomes earnest about his position as an 

interlocutor (TMA 185); his potential as an observer (TMA 31), and importantly his role as 

a storyteller (TMA 219). Furthermore, the reader experiments Mustafa as a thoughtful 

character, not a naïve one; a narrator who is able to speak about things and people as critically 

as he perceives them; a narrator from whom readers learn about details that trigger attention. 

In fact, the reader can be struck by the amount of details the narrator provides enabling his 

audience to draw crucial syntheses. While narrating Mustafa notes: “gentle reader, if I point 

out these details, it is not because I was jealous or resentful, but simply because I wish to be 

as precise as I can about the conditions under which we left La Florida” (TMA 102). 
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In this context, highlighting the technique/device of ‘authorial intrusion’ used by 

Lalami becomes relevant. The ‘authorial intrusion’ or ‘direct address’ is a literary device 

that expresses the author’s/narrator’s authority to jump, for a short instance, from the 

narrative course to speak directly to the reader providing an urgent remark or a rhetorical 

question (Correctly using Author Intrusion). Indeed, the presence of such device in The 

Moor’s Account is significant. Many times, the protagonist is privileged to speak directly to 

his readers, addressing la parole to them making various interactive statements. For instance, 

Mustafa says: “reader, it is not easy for me to confess that I served the forbidden drink, but 

I have decided in this relation to tell everything that happened to me, so I must not leave out 

even such a detail” (TMA 17). Another example of this privilege appears in the text when 

Mustafa is narrating their arrival to the beach after a long tiring sail, then interrupts his 

narrative saying: “so you can imagine, gentle reader, how relieved we were to find another 

island” (TMA 118). Respectively, such device/technique motivates two assumptions: 1) the 

narrator, within the same process of communicating an experience of ‘alterity’ is seizing an 

authoritative position by which he is able to control his own account. And 2)  the narrator, 

not only ceases to tell his story, but even makes sure (or begs?) for it is well and fully 

received by his audience. Accordingly, Mustafa becomes an influential figure inside and 

outside his story, able to produce ‘facts’ and defy others. And alike major postcolonial 

protagonists such as ‘Okonkwo’ in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), Mustafa is 

determined to bring the world to consider an alternative ‘reality’. He goes about this through 

subverting the colonial version of it. 

Basically, and with morytre elaboration, Mustafa reconstructs that ‘reality’ in two 

ways. First, removing the cultural and racial stigmas found in the imperial discourse. Second, 

foregrounding major critical aspects of interaction, mind-set, and ethicality that characterize 

the European conqueror.  
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In the fulfilment of the two objectives mentioned above, the discussion can bring 

forward the author’s strategy of dividing the novel into two types of ‘narrative 

categorization’. The first category of stories can be referred to as the ‘cultural/personal re-

assertive category’, which is concerned with the removal of the essential stigmas or 

stereotypes forced against African societies and individuals. Indeed, within this type of 

stories, the author devotes a large space to relate the reader to a full personal background of 

her protagonist Mustafa. Effectively, the subversion of the stereotypical representations set 

for Africans/Moroccans by the Imperial occupier is undertaken by Lalami through re-

asserting the qualities of Morocco and its people. Describing it, she writes: “Barbary is a 

country unlike any other. Its people are famous for their kindness to travellers and exiles … 

They form many tribes, speak different languages, worship in different ways. The soil is so 

rich that you could never count the varieties of fruit it produces. Cherries, figs, pears, 

pomegranates…” (TMA 189). Likewise, Lalami has established different stories in the book 

that belongs to the ‘re-assertive category’, encompassing her reconstruction of Mustafa’s 

life, family, and nation through more personal recognitions. Some of these stories are named 

“The Story of My Birth”, “The Story of Azemmur”, and “The Story of Ramatullai”, and 

each of them stimulates the reader to think of Mustafa as a proud freeman who is, along with 

his kin, fairly unique on different levels, particularly outside of the cycle of imperialism and 

slavery.  

Secondly, there exists the other type of stories, which provides major anti-imperial 

representations to the two other groups of characters: the Castilian and Indian ‘Others’. The 

neuter position Mustafa assumes challenges the old Eurocentric perceptions. In this type of 

stories, Mustafa alters imperial/Eurocentric constructs then subvert them.  

Briefly, there is the depiction of the Castilian men. Although the story starts with 

major ironic representations of the Castilians (as elaborated in the previous chapter), as the 
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story prolongs, these representations turnnative am more critical. Firstly, Mustafa broaches 

on how Europeans see themselves as the founders of civilization, peace, order, and 

modernity, while their attitudes contradict that self-perception. With this, Lalami places all 

‘old’ Eurocentric assumptions as ‘grand-myths’ Mustafa works to demolish. He shows in 

several situations how they come to act contradictorily to what is promoted about them as a 

‘superior race’. Here, it becomes important for Mustafa to show the readers that the 

Castilians are inauthentic and untrustworthy: “of course, men like you and me, who have 

embarked on expeditions into uncharted territories, know things that recorders never will. It 

is one thing to write about facing the unknown; doing it is quite another. We are doers, 

señores. Doers” (TMA 215). Additionally, Mustafa assures that besides their ‘violence’: “the 

governor brought the hammer down on the [Indian] man’s little finger” (TMA 39), the 

Castilians are ‘thieves’: “but I felt ashamed, because I had been made a witness to these acts 

of theft and, unable to stop them” (TMA 11). And besides their laziness: “[a]nd yet, Dorantes 

persisted in his intention to go live with another tribe, one that would not make him work as 

much as the Yguaces” (TMA 158), they are ‘greedy’: “and it was greed that had led the three 

hundred men of the Narváez expedition to perish in La Florida” (TMA 222), and also 

‘opportunists’: “but Guzmán was not the least bit interested in customs or habits; his sessions 

always ended with his request that they draw him a map” (TMA 200). Then additionally to 

being ‘rapists’: “one of the Castilians lifted a girl off the ground and, slinging her over his 

shoulder like a sack of wheat, he ran to his lodge” (TMA 72), they turn ‘cannibal’: “when 

one of them died of disease, they ate his flesh. Before long, they began to kill and eat one 

another” (TMA 142). Here, Mustafa has described the Castilians in their utmost benighted, 

immoral, and unhuman states, demolishing the existent image of the European Man in the 

minds of his readers.  
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Lalami, paralleled to her subversive representation of the Castilians, provides 

symbolic, prototypical depiction of the native Indians whom she portrays as peoples of 

respectable manners, unabashed qualities, and unique cultural significations. In fact, the re-

construction of the cultural image of Native Americans is one of the overt preoccupations 

held by The Moor’s Account. The cultural and natural differences that enabled the imperial 

gaze to perceive the ‘Indian Other’ as inferior, primitive, savage, and even unhuman, are 

used discursively by Lalami to forge anti-imperial representations. The first representation 

Mustafa makes about the Indian inhabitants in his testimony, is when he says: “the stories I 

had heard about the Indians had me expecting something incredible, fire-breathing jinns 

perhaps, but these men looked harmless to me—especially next to the Castilian soldier” 

(TMA 15). For the reader, such declaration is enough to access Mustafa’s position towards 

the Indians in contrast to the Castilians. The narrator’s perception of the new ‘Other’ to him 

(Indians) has not been prejudicial or racist; rather, rational and objective.  

Other anti-imperial representations that Lalami has explicitly produced in favour of 

the natives are captured in the descriptive scenes wherein Mustafa describes the inhabitants’ 

buildings, costumes, hairstyles, languages, foods, rituals, traditions, and many other cultural 

tokens. About one of the Indian’s temples he says: “… but the ceiling attracted my eye: it 

was decorated with a multitude of a multitude of inverted seashells that cast a faint gleam on 

the ground” (TMA 16). Through Mustafa’s testimony, the reader learns about the Indians 

groups’ cultural, social, architectural, and religious attributes that differentiate them from 

each other as well as other races in the world. Such differences have been positively noticed 

by Mustafa and therefore referred to for many times: “from the tattoo on his chin, blue dots 

in the shape of a triangle, I guessed that he was an Avavare” (TMA 164).  

Finally, Lalami portrays the Indians as a great people in terms of their helpfulness 

and generosity. About one tribe’s master Mustafa says: “the cacique offered us great 
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quantities of fish and squash, and a drink made from fermented fruit … In all ways, he was 

a generous host” (TMA 120). And about another one Mustafa adds: “at dusk, Balsehekona 

brought us an entire shank of deer, its meat soft and faintly rib-boned with fat. We nearly 

wept with joy as we took it from him” (TMA 146). With this, Mustafa highlights that the 

Indians are well-mannered in their interaction with the people ‘Others’ to them. Although 

they live through what they work hard to provide (hunting, planting, fishing, etc.) but they 

do not hesitate to share their food with Mustafa and his companions. Respectively, one 

remarks that the representative constructs Lalami has drawn for the indigenous peoples 

competes and subverts the imperial representation of these people as barbarian or 

‘uncivilized’ contradictorily to what they seem to be in reality.  

1-3- Conclusion  

Eurocentrism as a conception found its way through the minds of the colonized people 

to invent subjective realities and produce hegemonic historiographies, then fixate them as 

axiomatic and universal. The problematic nature of the imperial representations within such 

Eurocentric subjective accounts has necessitated a serious response to them, which Lalami 

has come to provide with The Moor’s Account. Hence, the narrative has employed its 

‘reconstructive-ness’ with a purpose to subvert major Eurocentric codes of perception and 

representation, then furnish a new historical space for such representations to be re-

constructed from an African perspective. It has therefore managed to provide for the 

peripheral subjects (Indians and Africans) a chance to re-consider their ‘made up’ reality, 

subvert it, and re-make an alternative version of it. Through Lalami’s historiography, 

representations that have been propagated by the Europeans according to their Eurocentric 

cognition, could be eventually subverted and reconstructed via an apposing reflection.  
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Chapter Three: A Postcolonial Critique of The Moor’s Account  

“O my body, always make me a man who questions!” (Frantz Fanon) 

1-1- Introduction  

It is readily argued that the mere consideration of the historical and cultural aspects of 

the African Novel is enough to assume that it – both as a literary and political manifestation 

– has evolved within colonial context and ideology. Hence, several critical discussions 

happen to problematize such an assumption in respect to Postcolonialism. Indeed, the 

African Novel’s problematic nature has stimulated a postcolonial reproach that has failed to 

take its form, content, and preoccupations for granted. Within such criticism, scholars 

assume that the African novel has been bound by typical modes and characteristics of 

production, limiting its signification to lay beyond colonial and post-colonial outlooks. 

Elaborating on Eiman Zein-Elabdin’s remark on the postcolonial text, African texts tend to 

“carry far too political implications and references to Europe’s imperial position and cultural 

encounters … Such texts had to be read as colonial discourse” (216). Precisely, such matter 

is what the Indian Professor Harish Trivedi directly relates to “colonial influence”. Because 

in addition to the “recentering of global history around the single rubric of European time” 

(qtd. in Chennells 109), African writers tend to capitulate the core of native experiences, 

ideologies, and artistic materials to the precise precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial 

dialectics, and manoeuvre their literature to firmly reflect on them.  

It is essential to observe first that the notion of ‘influence’ in reference to colonialism 

and African literatures has found distinctive ways to be distinguished by postcolonial critics. 

The critic Jaidev argues that major postcolonial writers (Indians in his case study) seem to 

be “captivated” by Western ideologies/movements that are not valid for indigenous cases. 

He confirms that these writers strongly reflect what he calls “pastiche”, a term used 
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“interchangeably with ‘influence, imitation, adoption [and] intertextuality’ … indicat[ing] 

that [they] ‘willingly, almost gratefully, allow the [colonial] influence to become the most 

dominant code in their novels’” (Trivedi 129). In fact, the critical discussion over the 

“Colonial pastiche” preponderant in postcolonial fiction could further bear both concrete 

aspects (such as form, technique, and language) and conceptual/abstract ones (such as 

ideology, politics, and psychology). And while the linguistic side of the African text could 

be the strongest to identify that “pastiche”, other elements as the historical or ideological 

‘con-texts’ could reveal its critical display within that text and the depth of its nuisances.  

Here, and as Antony Chennells remarks, the sensitivity the postcolonial critic develops 

towards the postcolonial text is one that considers both “colonial presences and how those 

presences are resisted or accommodated within [that] text” (111).  

 This chapter aims at discussing Lalami’s The Moor’s Account by means of checking the 

‘validity’ of the re-construction it conducts. Indeed, the evaluative space this study creates 

is not interested in competing with other readings of ‘postcolonial validity’ (of resistance 

and/or discourse) in The Moor’s Account. Rather, it attempts at investigating the extent to 

which the author’s strategies and guidelines are effective in outlining the historical 

reconstruction she has opted for. That is, in connection with our analytical exercise set in the 

first and the second chapters, the paper argues that major particulars in the ‘postcolonial 

reconstruction’ are problematical at the inter-textual and ideological levels. However, in the 

establishment of our critical discussion, the study will limit the examination of the former 

level to ‘Master Narrative’ by reference to ‘postcolonial appropriation’, and limit the latter 

to ‘ideological assumptions’ by reference to ‘postcolonial abrogation’.  

Although in postcolonial criticism, as referred to in Post-Colonial Studies, The Key 

Concepts (2000),  appropriation and abrogation are techniques that are often analysed 

inseparably, due to their complimentary relationship (Ashcroft, et al. 4), in our case each one 
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is put to touch on a distinctive aspect of the same textual framework, and will be examined 

accordingly. 

1-2- Postcolonial Appropriation: Inter-textual Level  

The significance of any work of art lies in the space between the artist’s mind and the 

tool that carries what that mind imaginatively creates in terms of societal visions and 

worldviews. And for the art of literature it is the same. The work of literature is what 

combines the writer’s ideas, beliefs, possibilities, and preoccupations, and the ‘techniques’ 

s/he uses to provide the formers as tangible and accessible. This matter, however sounds 

basic, could acutely engage in the field of postcolonial criticism. In this field, the techniques 

used by postcolonial writers in creating their counter-discourses have been of a much interest 

to many theorists and critics. And, among the most famous, yet controversial techniques is 

‘appropriation’. Basically, Ashcroft et al. refer to the technique of appropriation as the ex-

colonized nations’ use of major philosophical, literary, artistic and linguistic means of their 

ex-colonizer by virtue of developing national literatures generally opposing and resistant to 

colonial ideologies and attitudes (4). Therefore, appropriation becomes a major postcolonial 

act wherein ‘Colonial influence’ could be referred to in one of its basic senses.  

Yet, very commonly, ‘postcolonial appropriation’ is associated with the use of the 

English language in the production of African discourses. Exceptionally, the appropriation 

of imperial languages (English as the most prominent) has been discussed by numerous 

critics who find the use of imperial languages instead of native tongues, a sensitive issue.5 

Beyond language nonetheless, the technique of appropriation from the ‘Colonial enterprise’ 

                                                             
5 The matter of what languages should be used in the production of African postcolonial texts has resulted in a 

serious debate among giant figures in postcolonial literary enterprise. The division of arguments between those 

who are pro-European languages and those who are against in the writing of national literature, has noticed, 

and still, a serious set of quarrels that could not eventually settle its assumptions on the same theoretical 

position. From Achebe and Wole Soyinka to Ngũgĩ, and from Ken Saro-Wiwa to Obiajunwa Wali, heated 

manifestations have been witnessed, leading effectively to the enrichment of postcolonial theory and criticism. 

For further explanation, see Ngũgĩ (1-34); Achebe (27-30); and Ken Saro Wiwa (153-157) respectively.   
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could extend its controversial territory, as argued by Ashcroft et al. in The Empire Writes 

Back (1989), to the appropriation of the “subjective knowledge” (168) and the act of “writing 

itself” (Ashcroft, et al. 77); and further to the “textual form” as argued by Trivedi (126). But 

for our exact concern, the focus flows on the act of appropriation at the level of ‘Master 

narrative’. 

1-2-1- The Appropriation of Master Narratives 

Here, the study attempts at reconsidering the technique of ‘appropriation’ within The 

Moor’s Account on the level of imperial ‘Master Narratives’. The term ‘master narrative’ is 

used to refer to those narratives (historical, political, or literary) which belong to, or have 

been produced by, the former Imperial Master, and have been hitherto considered canonical. 

What is meant by appropriating ‘master narratives’ is the discursive practice of assigning 

particular colonial historical or literary discourses by means of re-creating a post-colonial 

counter-discourse. In fact, such act is directly connected to the re-constructive aspect of the 

‘writing back’ career that many postcolonial writers have adopted, assuming that the re-

reading and the re-writing of colonial texts is their inescapable task (Tiffin 18). In fact, the 

‘inescapability’ of such mission is the result of a postcolonial reading practice applied to the 

canonical texts which directly, or indirectly, put world relations under the Eurocentric codes 

of perception, justification, narration, and historiography. The range of writers intersecting 

Eurocentric discourses is a force that is directed to facing one colonial text with an anti-

colonial one in the light of Postcolonialism. By all means, however, these writers have opted 

for the appropriation of the colonial discourse, sometimes with all narrative characteristics 

it contains, and sometimes only by “take[ing] up a character or characters, or the basic 

assumptions of a British canonical text, and unveils those assumptions, subverting the text 

for post-colonial purposes” (Tiffin 22). On the formalistic level, such practice is classified 
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under the ‘discursive strategy’ appertained to appropriating colonial tools for the ‘function 

intended’ to re-constructing anti-colonial discourses (Tiffin 22).  

The connection between appropriation and the ‘writing back’ as two processes has been 

central to postcolonial studies. Mainly, because the re-writing of colonial discourses in their 

novel anti-colonial form, attends a prevalence of colonial codes appropriated from their 

‘originals’. It is true that the activity of creative writing practiced by postcolonial writers 

(namely Africans) has not always depended its narrative structure on a particular imperial 

text or context (particularly in contemporary writings). Rather, it has engaged with the 

experience of ‘writing back to the centre’ in a more general and disconnected manner, and 

has thus reflected a sort of a ‘textual independence’. Still, many famous novels from African, 

Caribbean, and Indian spaces, have been recognized as weighty for their intertextual/direct 

interaction with imperial canonical narratives. History also is considered an imperial meta-

narrative that has been appropriated and adopted for postcolonial purposes (such as 

reconstruction and historiography). 

Many re-readings of canonical texts have taken place by famous writers, such as J. M. 

Coetzee and Jean Rhys who have rewritten prominent ‘colonial narratives’ to voice 

peripheral characters and assumptions from a postcolonial perspective. In addition to the 

English language and the novelistic genre they have appropriated to provide their counter-

discourses, both Coetzee and Rhys have opted for appropriation at the level of narrative and 

narrativity (the former as the complete story, and the later as the quality of the process of re-

telling it). There, Coetzee’s postcolonial reading of Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1917), and 

Rhys’s postcolonial reading of Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) have necessitated and resulted in 

the re-writing of those stories in Foe (1986) and Wide Sargasso Sea (1966). Both of these 

novels have subtly appropriated the ‘plots’ of the former ‘master’ novels and undergone a 

discursive adaptation to the existing characters, settings, and themes. 
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Indeed, readers meet the same phenomenon in notable African works such as Achebe’s 

Things Fall Apart (1958), which writes back to the canonical text Conrad’s Heart of 

Darkness (1902). Achebe’s postcolonial novel expresses, as the aforementioned novels, a 

literary reaction against colonialism with all its hegemonic traits. And from Achebe to 

Lalami, one witnesses the same postcolonial reaction in The Moor’s Account. Lalami after 

reading Cabeza de Vaca’s La Relación (1542), has adopted a discursive strategy via 

appropriating the European narrative and challenging its historical and textual bases.  

The aim of Lalami or Achebe, as J. M. Coetzee and Jean Rhys, is to “open up the earlier 

work for alternative readings that have the potential to change forever the way the first work 

is interpreted and received” (McClinton vi). And duly, their works “can be read as alternative 

histories which both challenge colonial narratives and give voice to those whose stories have 

been ignored or overwhelmed by European [writers]” (40). Beyond doubt, these writers’ 

double-fold process of writing back has lied deeply on the technique of appropriation. 

Actually, the term ‘historiographic metafiction’ as used by the Canadian theorist Linda 

Hutcheon to refer to “novels which include as part of their structure and allusions a dialogue 

with colonial narratives of history” (Innes 40) is well qualified to describe the texts 

mentioned above.  

Critically however, the “historiographic fiction” suggests that the postcolonial process 

of reconstructing fiction from a historical perspective is inevitably overwhelmed by the 

colonial legacy. Here, the matter of colonial influence resonates again in the discussion. 

Interestingly, John Thieme, in his book Postcolonial Con-texts: Writing back to the Canon 

(2001), stresses out ‘colonial legacy’ in the act of appropriation as reflected by the process 

of writing-back to the imperial canon. According to Thieme, the term ‘con-text’ can well be 

used to refer to the postcolonial discourses that “engage in direct, if ambivalent, dialogue 

with the canon” (4). While he uses the term ‘pre-text’ to denote the “canonical [discourse] 
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to which they respond” (4). More interestingly, his analysis to the relationship between the 

two discourses is one that he characterizes as a “trope of parentage” (11). Indeed, Thieme’s 

clue behind using the two significant terms is to “suggest the need to locate the postcolonial 

works in broader contexts than those offered by the apparently determinant pretexts for 

writing provided by their English ‘parents’” (5). Similarly to other postcolonial thinkers, 

Thieme believes that within the inter-textual process of providing a counter-discourse, 

postcolonial texts face serious limitations. These limitations are the result of the way these 

texts situate themselves in (or appropriate) the very body they contest: the imperial ‘original’ 

(5). The notion of limitation Thieme points at brings back the notion of validity our study 

firstly highlighted.  

The validity of the postcolonial reconstruction as examined in The Moor’s Account, 

becomes a subject to the controversy surrounding the act of postcolonial appropriation. 

While the appropriation of a Master narrative to re-construct a counter-discourse expresses 

the historical tensions between the centre and the margin, the process itself, undesirably 

perhaps, re-asserts the ‘dependency complex’ of the latter entity to the former one. This 

implies the ‘parentage relationship’ existent between the dominant text and its postcolonial 

counterpart; a relationship which postcolonial traditions could not overpass its boundaries. 

In that sense, this paper assumes that the act of appropriation ‘permits’ quoting McClinton, 

“a literary acceptance of the importance of English literature, whether that acknowledgment 

comes in the form of an homage to the narrative, the characters, or the plot, or simply from 

a testament to the timelessness of the work” (12-13).  

In this respect, Lalami’s attempt to profess the historical context of her character through 

reversing and subverting the canonical pre-text is an attempt that could not be foreground 

outside the very canon she claims to be invalid and fallacious. That is, the current Lalami’s 

postcolonial inter-textuality has taken is one that the ‘Master Narrative’ has canalized. Via 
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such advantage, Lalami seems to manifest what Julia Kristiva calls “the destruction of the 

old and the formation of the new” (qtd. in Molande 38). 

Indeed, Julia Kristiva perceives intertextuality “as a process involving the ‘altering of 

the thetic position- the destruction of the old and the formation of a new one’ [that][is] 

achieved through [the] ‘displacement’ and ‘condensation’ of the raw materials” (Molande 

38). The way such ‘new text’, ‘con-text’, or ‘counter-discourse’ is arrived to is through the 

destruction or exploitation of the existent ‘raw material’, ‘pre-text, or the ‘master narrative’ 

with an explicit “desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that 

is almost the same, but not quite” (Bhabha 126). Thoroughly, Homi Bhabha “finds in 

postcolonialism a counter-discourse that mimics the metropolitan metanarrative of 

colonialism and thus interrupts and destabilizes it. This discourse and its subject … are 

marked by hybridization and ambivalence with respect to the master’s discourse rather than 

being a radical alternative to it” (Dwivedi, et al. 10).  

The concept of mimicry is very crucial in the discussion of appropriating canonical texts 

and rewriting them with anti-colonial dialectics. it works mainly to reflect the imitativeness 

of the new discourse that limits the radical aspect of postcolonial strategies. Not only that, 

but such mimetic interaction with the colonial pre-text/canon suggests an ‘obsessiveness’ 

which submits ‘postcoloniality’ both as a case and a mode of expression under the 

suppression of the colonial discourse. In his article, “Monuments of Empire: 

Allegory/Counter-Discourse/ Post-Colonial Writing” (1987), Stephen Slemon, addresses the 

idea of postcolonial ‘obsession’ – although not using the same term – through elaborating 

on one of the critical reviews on a postcolonial novel that has appropriated a canonical text 

and written back to it. There he provides:  

The Jamaican writer John Hearne, in a review of Jean Rhys’s, writes on the question of 

why it is that so many post-colonial writers find it necessary to write back against literary 

texts such as Bronte's Jane Eyre, which present colonial cultures and characters 

according to the dictates of anterior, canonical, and specifically European narrative 
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patterns. The validity of Rhys's novel, Hearne notes, 'depends on a book from elsewhere, 

not on a basic, assumed life. (10)   

The rhetorical question this writer asks point to the pressure postcolonial narratives put 

themselves under by means of mimesis occurring at the level of context, ideas, narrative 

patterns, and characters. Indeed, the unavoidable presence of the ‘Colonial’ in the body of 

the ‘Post-colonial’ brings back Thieme’s nursing of the ‘parentage relationship’ which he 

qualifies as ‘adversarial or complicitous’ (23).   

Relevant to Lalami’s discourse, one can adopt such assumptions by considering its 

mimetic treatment to the pre-text of Cabeza de Vaca, the narrator’s “rival storyteller” (TMA 

9). The Moor’s Account’s reader, reading with no previous knowledge about the Spanish 

record of the ‘Narvaez Expedition’ would discover that Mustafa’s narrative is traumatically 

emancipated by a “grand-narrative that excluded the other micro-narratives from the body 

of history” (Elboubekri 2). Critically, the paper argues that Lalami’s mimetic attitude 

towards the official record speaks out her endorsement on the colonial/parental mode of 

perceiving ‘postcolonial alterity’ and reacting to it. What one synthesizes as a result of 

Lalami’s endorsement is the strong presence of the imperial aura of ‘binary oppositions’ 

(master vs. slave, centre vs. margin, and canonical vs. unorthodox). Utterly, Lalami’s text 

founding its discursiveness on such dichotomies reveals its inability to channel its way out 

of them. Indeed, the re-circulation of such dichotomies in postcolonial contexts betrays the 

anti-imperial regularity since they seem to guard the Master’s cognitive dominance.  

Although Lalami’s discursive appropriation aims at putting the ‘Canonical’ under 

contestation, by virtue of liberating her character from his imperial constrains, her strategy 

limitedly assigns him to a reactionary posture rather than an ‘originally’ emancipative one. 

More stubbornly, the intertextual reaction of The Moor’s Account to La Relación exceeds 

the notional filed to the formalistic one as Lalami has structured her narrative uniformly to 

that of Cabeza de Vaca. In this respect, Linnéa Ungewitter has to say: 
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 In many ways, Lalami has let her story carry intertextual echoes of de Vacas [sic]. It 

 is not necessary to know Spanish, or to rely too much on a translation, to see that she 

 has structured her novel similarly to how La Relación is structured: the chapters all 

 deal with a certain stage of the expedition, and are named accordingly. Cabeza de 

 Vacas’ [sic] text has one chapter named ‘The life of the Mariames and Yguaces’, and 

 Lalami has one chapter, or rather story, called ‘The Story of the Yguaces’ (10).  

As one would argue, Mustafa’s alternative story manifests itself and its value in a course 

that turns it to a post-colonial mise en abyme reflecting colonial values within its own. The 

manner in which The Moor’s Account imbibes La Relación (even for subversive purposes) 

unveils the inexorable ‘influence’ and ‘dependency’ the latter effectively exerts on the 

former. In that sense, the soundness of the ‘new text’ becomes a token ascribing authority to 

the master narrative being more powerful to be told in the first place, then allowing ‘novel’ 

‘slave narratives’ to emanate out of it. Consequently, and as Molande argues: “[a]uthority 

… find[s] [itself] in conflict with novelty, especially when [it] rigidly confine[s] [itself] to 

what is viewed as the standard (a word with obvious links to the origin or original)” (40).  

The controversy around appropriating the Master narrative in The Moor’s Account does 

not end with the discussion of ‘authority’. Still, many scholars find Lalami’s ‘historical 

metafiction’ thriving, since it allows minor accounts to surface. Then, The Moor’s Account, 

using Hamid Issafi’s elaboration on postmodernist traditions, emerges as a re-presentation 

that “play[s] a pivotal role in bringing to the fore unbiased representation[s]” (123). 

Adopting postmodernist politics, Lalami’s attempt to reconstruct Mustafa’s history justifies 

her mode of appropriation making her novel a “palimpsest of Cabeza de Vaca’s chronicle” 

(125). As expressed otherwise, the politics of Mustafa’s story “become those of a twenty-

first-century humanist” (Mason), who speaks of cultures, religions, women, and children 

from a perspective that could barely egress in the Spanish account. 

Even so, the postmodernist rationale behind Lalami’s re-construction could not escape 

the question of “cogency” raised by scholars such as Zbigniew Maszewski. In his article 

“Cabeza de Vaca, Estebanico, and the Language of Diversity in Laila Lalami’s The Moor’s 
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Account” (2018), Maszewski asks: “can Estebanico’s way of weaving the narrative of his 

‘wondrous adventures’ bring us any closer to the “truth” today than the Spaniards’ way of 

reading various signs could bring them to earthly or heavenly riches then?” (324). 

Maszewski’s question indeed puts The Moor’s Account’s reader out of the safe-zone that the 

“servant of God, Mustafa ibn Muhammad” (TMA 11) creates.  

Unable to simply answer such question, one would synthesize over the demonstrations 

set upon Lalami’s appropriation. Objectively here, one would propound that Mustafa’s 

revolutionary voice is a by-product of the imperial maltreatment. In other words, the 

essentialist angle out of which Mustafa surfaces has navigated its place in the de Vaca’s 

referential sentence: “Estevanico, es negro alárabe, natural de Azamor (Estevánico, an 

Arabian black, native of Azamor)” (Cabeza de Vaca 140). Following Thieme’s logic, the 

expression provided by Cabeza de Vaca has offered to Lalami’s a whole ‘con-text’ for 

Mustafa, whom if approached out of the imperial pre-text, could have been less apparent (if 

ever) to Lalami’s or the post-colonial world’s attention. Thus what Lalami has done “ran[s] 

the risk of promulgating an alternative essentialism, in which African subjects remain […] 

locked into European agendas by virtue of seeking to combat their stereotyping practices 

without changing the grounds of debate” (Thieme 19).  

In particular, Thieme’s remark brings forward a shared preoccupation within Fanon’s 

revolutionary discussions. Fanon says: “[l]et us decide not to imitate Europe; let us combine 

our muscles and our brains in a new direction. Let us try to create the whole man, whom 

Europe has been incapable of bringing to triumphant birth” (314). The new ‘Man’ Fanon 

points to is not a man who after long years of physical/material enslavement would still 

subscribe for new “contextual” ones. Thus, the spirit of the new, independent man is 

deformed and corrupted in The Moor’s Account. Accordingly, the question addressed by 

Maszewski about whether the Narváez Expedition would affect Mustafa’s/the African 
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perception the same way it did with the Spanish in the past, or not, would always re-vibrate 

in relation to the New Man’s philosophy in the book. 

Since intertextuality implies comparison, one posits that Cabeza de Vaca’s reader would 

inevitably recognize the Master’s spirit in his account (La Relación); the spirit of an explorer, 

of a conqueror, of an imperial representative, and finally of a Superior Man. On parallel, 

Mustafa’s reader would distinguish the typicality of motifs, struggles, victimizations, and 

resolutions, which only confirms the aforementioned qualities of the Castilian Other. Indeed, 

the identification of the post-colonial identity of the ‘non-European’ in Lalami’s text lies on 

an intertextual strategy that is baffled with comparison and competition, with a flavour of 

mimicry.  

1-3- Postcolonial Abrogation: Ideological Level 

In its widest sense, abrogation is to “end a law, agreement, custom formally” 

(Cambridge Dictionary). That is, as a formal act, abrogation is the operation of annihilating, 

invalidating, or prohibiting an idea or entity from an official or authoritative position that 

allows such an exercise. In its postcolonial sense, abrogation, as put by Ashcroft et al. in 

Post-Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts (2000), is a term that refers to:  

The rejection by post-colonial writers of a normative concept of ‘correct’ or 

‘standard’ English … The concept is usually employed in conjunction with the term 

appropriation, which describes the processes of English adaptation itself … Thus 

abrogation is an important political stance, whether articulated or not, and even 

whether conscious or not, from which the actual appropriation of language can take 

place. (3-4) 

However, the engagement of the concept of abrogation within the literary field of 

‘appropriation’ (of language particularly) does not necessarily bound its engagement with 

other fields in Postcolonialism. In fact, the discussion over abrogation can be well extended 

to politics, ideology, and even psychology, since “it offers a partial or total negation of 

Eurocentric assumptions about culture, history and truth” (Raja). Respectively, abrogation 

relates to the postcolonial writer’s decision – or desire as Bhabha perceives it – to subvert 
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and overturn colonialist assumptions and discourses into their new postcolonial garment. 

Here, one assumes that while ‘appropriation’ explains how or in what way postcolonial 

writers establish their postcolonial textual space, abrogation reflects why and for what 

purpose(s), the ‘postcoloniality’ is basically taking place. Hence, representative of 

postcoloniality and anti-imperial consciousness, abrogation has been a common feature in 

postcolonial African texts. Abrogation in this sense, becomes the ideological condition and 

the state of mind with which African writers initiate then sustain their postcolonial projects 

(of subversion, reconstruction, and writing back).   

While the first part of this chapter has considered the act of ‘appropriation’ to cover 

the inter-textual side of Lalami’s postcolonial reconstruction, this part, deals with the act of 

‘abrogation’ respectively to the reconstruction’s conceptual side; namely the ideological one. 

Indeed, the inter-textual features of reconstructing an ‘alternative history’ reflect specific 

conceptual parameters the re-construction has attended in the first place. That is to say, 

Lalami’s basic appropriation of the imperial narrative, translates a set of assumptions she 

has necessarily espoused in her attempt to produce an abrogative counter-discourse. These 

assumptions are the ideological parameters that our study aims at investigating to outline the 

extent to which the postcolonial reconstruction in The Moor’s Account could be validated. 

1-3-1-  Ideological Assumptions of Abrogation 

It is argued that any writer’s text is a terrain wherein major reactionary and abrogative 

attitudes towards colonialism and its dialectics are in gestated. These generative attitudes 

contribute towards discussions over the ‘ideology’ stimulating the ‘abrogative stance’ 

present in anti-imperial discourses. Presumably, abrogating Empire/Eurocentrism is an act 

that generated from the postcolonial writer’s/thinker’s own perception of and sensitivity 

towards colonial experiences, discourses, and ideologies. For that reason, the consideration 
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of the act of abrogation from an ideological perspective becomes relevant. Here, paralleled 

to the inter-textual examination conducted in the former section (of postcolonial 

appropriation), this section emphasizes the ideological side of Lalami’s text. And since the 

narrative is “taken most fundamentally as a form of cognition” (Dwivedi et al. 6), abrogation 

will be examined as the ‘cognitive operation’ carried out by Lalami in her novel.  

Relating to the postcolonial assumptions built around the political act of abrogation, 

Mustafa’s abrogative will to “correct details” (TMA 9) and “right what has been made 

wrong” (TMA 219) reflects a set of ‘pre-determined’ ideological constructs, out of which 

Mustafa’s revolutionary attitude has emerged. However, regarding its prominence in the 

text, the notion of ideology vis-à-vis the act of abrogation, will be tackled in the narrow sense 

of the word. Thus, the study will employ critical insight in respect to ‘abrogation’, exactly 

to its contribution to our research problematic: the validity of the postcolonial re-

construction.  

Basically, Dwivedi, et al. perceive ideology relatively to postcolonial narratives as a 

“structural logic” that  

[N]ecessarily works with relations between the particular and the general, between 

the representational specifics of the text (and of its referents) and the abstract 

relations that govern cultural manifestations of power. Ideology, after all, is 

systematic: its social and political force depends upon a structure of ideas, values, 

and beliefs that, even if contradictory, must have a sufficient patina of coherence to 

be collectively embraced as a legitimation of the (perceived) interests of some group 

… and of the use of power in defense of those interests. (5) 

  

In this context, the ‘perceived interest’ in The Moor’s Account is the abrogation and 

abolishment of major Eurocentric structures in the imperial historiography La Relación, with 

an attempt to structure a new one. And Lalami’s use of power (literature and history) in 

fulfilling such interest, covers all the discursive techniques applied in her historiographic 

writing/project. Thusly, the ideological thematic(s) behind such interest and use of fiction 

writing uncovers Lalami’s constructed assumptions towards imperialism as an ideological 
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entity. This is applicable for Mustafa too. As the story shows, the narrator has nursed an 

interest of correcting the history that his companions have “changed, perverted, [and] left 

out” (TMA 219), through abrogating and invalidating their “Joint Report” of the expedition. 

Also, the power he has used to defend such interest is ‘his Story’. Both the writer and the 

narrator communicate an abrogative attitude vis-à-vis imperialism, and the main aspect they 

share is the ideological assumptions stimulating their anti-imperial literary formulas.  

 Indeed, what connects the act of abrogation with postcolonial ideological 

presuppositions is the ‘why to abrogate?’ conception as highlighted in postcolonial criticism. 

Ashcroft, et al. write: “[w]hy should post-colonial societies continue to engage with the 

imperial experience? Since all the post-colonial societies we discuss have achieved political 

independence, why is the issue of coloniality still relevant at all?” (6). Surely, this question 

does not find its answer within the ‘common sense’ of postcoloniality, or elsewhere. Instead, 

it is a question that needs to be answered (if ever it could) through a well based ideological 

confrontation.  

The necessity to answer ‘why does postcolonialism abrogate?’ relies on 

understanding the ideological and existentialist assumptions behind abrogation itself. This 

is true, since ideology “is always moving toward contextual particulars” (Dwivedi et al. 7), 

such as subversion, appropriation, and abrogation, by means of showing the “workings” of 

the narrative wherein these particulars are implied (Dwivedi et al. 7). In the case of Lalami’s 

The Moor’s Account, the implication of the abrogative particulars of representation and 

response inscribes the ‘ideological projections’ resulted from the systematic subjugation 

embedded in La Relación. From a postcolonial perspective, such projections need to 

carefully zoom in on how abrogation functions in a given text. According to Griffiths 

“[w]hen [postcolonial] [writers] are faced with the need to record an experience which within 

the available discourse is marginalized … they can only do so by abrogating that discourse 
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… and that any true language for them must involve the rejection of the hierarchy within 

which they are not privileged” (15, amphasis added). Lalami seems to be aware of such 

relation. Invalidating the authoritative hierarchy of the “Joint Report” Mustafa writes: “[i]n 

telling this history, my companions began to modify its more damaging details … [to] 

[become] suitable for the royal court, the cardinals and inquisitors, the governors and 

officials, and the families and friends ... But no one asked me to testify” (TMA 211). 

Following Griffiths’ theorization, Mustafa must reject and abrogate the colonial discourse 

then re-construct it, so that it suits his postcolonial project, just like the Castilians have done. 

Still, what could problematize such reconstruction is that it channels its way to colonial 

resistance via an anti-/colonial ideology, which is in itself ‘confining’ – confining in the 

sense that it conforms to the colonialist ideology it works to defy. In other words, Mustafa’s 

“abrogation” of the Eurocentric order, does not only encompass “the intersection of [his] 

historical and objective conditions but also [his] attitude toward these conditions” (Fanon 

63). Mustafa’s attitudes vis-à-vis such ideological conditions denote the ideological notion 

of his abrogative interaction. Here, one assumes that Mustafa’s ideologically projected 

abrogation is ‘pre-determined’. That is why Mustafa keeps stressing the need to abrogate 

and demolish the Castilians’ record. We assume that this “need” is pre-determined by 

colonialism especially that the notion of neo-colonialism could find an accurate way to 

resonate within the ‘need to abrogate’. In other words, abrogation as a politics becomes the 

emergent of an ‘existentialist stance’ that rejects the colonial ideology, but keeps meeting its 

expectations by maintaining the ‘Colonial’ at the heart of its postcolonial look to the world. 

With this view, one also may question whether the ideological assumptions behind the 

necessity to abrogate using imperial narratives are eventually liberating or re-subjugating?  

Indeed, what The Moor’s Account calls forth in the context of reconstructing 

Mustafa’s alternative history is a dismantling of an imperial one, where the active role of 
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postcolonial peripheries is re-asserted. Lalami stresses that the participation of an 

African/Indian Other in a significant experience such as the “Narváez Expedition”, 

annihilates the hegemonic system of the European unipolarity. Still, the abrogation of such 

relation could sound greatly ambivalent, if not ironical, due to its “incapability” to justify 

itself outside the ‘colonial pre-text’ or any other ‘historical con-texts’. Hence, Lalami’s text 

ironically turns to a re-presentation of a pre-established representation set by the Colonial, 

whose authority has enabled the novel’s ideological struggle to invocate its liberation. In this 

sense, quoting Bhabha’s, Lalami’s discourse, “[d]espite its intentions and invocations, [it] 

inscribe[s] the colonial text [La Relación] erratically, eccentrically across a [postcolonial] 

body politic that refuses to be representative, in a narrative that refuses to be 

representational” (128-129). This, connected to the abrogative stance of the text, translates 

how Lalami positions herself vis-à-vis Eurocentrism. Unlike Mami who finds no trouble in 

Lalami’s project of cultural transitioning as the project (2021, forthcoming), we think 

Lalami’s ‘need’ to abrogate the authority of the dominant position is problematic and suffers 

in consequence. Still, Lalami holds by the ‘need’ to abrogate the authority of the dominant 

position within an ideological counter-course. Accordingly, Mustafa says: “[a]lthough it was 

difficult, I tried my best not to resent Cabeza de Vaca’s account of our adventure. I told 

myself that he had altered some of its details because he was the one who told the story—he 

wanted to be its hero” (TMA 189).  

For Mustafa, Cabeza de Vaca sees himself a legitimating recorder whose ‘imperial 

authority’ has to be resented and abrogated; a responsibility that Mustafa shoulders, 

presuming he “could right what has been made wrong” (TMA 219).  Even so, we assume 

that, Mustafa’s perception of the events taking place around him, lies on the way his 

captivators have treated and/or impacted those events. Mustafa’s ability to judge the 

Castilian ‘Others’, apprehend their behaviours, and build out of them a ‘counter-
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identification’ of the Self, affirms the ‘ideological hallmark’ prevailing in his cognitive 

space. Such hallmark has been stamped (or demised?) by the dominator. Such matter is also 

referred to by Ashcroft, et al., in The Empire Writes Back (1989), as “constituting identity 

within the self–Other division imposed by imperialism” (167). These critics indeed 

problematize such equation, noting that “the ‘truth’ of postcolonial societies, like that of 

other oppressed, or repressed, or silenced communities is ideologically determined. It stems 

from a construction of the self as subject in relation to the Other” (170). As a result, the 

ideological constructions of postcolonial individuals become “locked” and “frozen” in the 

hierarchical relationship imposed by the oppressor, and thus become “grounded” as the 

“fundamental constitutive mode” in such relationship (or struggle) (170). Such critical 

remark denotes that the postcolonial discourse is a “fundamental constitutive mode” that re-

locks and re-locates the oppressed within the pre-determined ‘mode’ of reaction, resistance, 

and abrogation set by his oppressor.  

The constitution of such mode along with its ideological features, is a notion that 

Edward Said has addressed in Orientalism (2003) as the ‘assignment of roles’. Said believes 

that just like history, “many objects or places or times [are] assigned roles and given 

meanings that acquire objective validity only after the assignments are made” (54). He 

suggests that postcolonial subjects (Orient) are assigned roles – by the colonial ones 

(Occident) – that are inscribed in their political, cultural, and ideological interactions with 

the Colonial, whose dominance extends after the assigned roles are activated.  

The pre-determination of modes of perceptions or roles, is to a great extent 

demonstrated within the abrogative attitudes the postcolonial text, writer, or character 

displays in their reactionary interplay with imperialism. This conception is what the French 

linguist Michel Pêcheux refers to as a ‘counter-identification’. The way the postcolonial 

writer engages with colonial discourses and sensibilities, even by means of resistance and 
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abrogation, creates a space that re-locates his/her “ideological struggle” within what Pêcheux 

calls a ‘symmetry’ with the ideology of the Colonial. Indeed, this ambivalence enforces the 

critics to see that “the ‘traits’ of the dominant ideology are always found in the dominated 

ideology, just as the dominant ideology is never itself free from contradictions” (4). For The 

Moor’s Account, this is particularly true. In the re-construction of Mustafa’s narrative, 

Lalami has engaged with the colonial record and its sensibilities (subjectivity, gaps, and 

silence of peripheries particularly women) in a way that re-locks her character within the 

ideological dialectics of his dominators. This process as argued disables Mustafa from 

reaching out a different level of cognition within his existentialist struggle (of knowing, 

being, and representing oneself). Mustafa’s struggle thus remains ineffective, since his 

identity has been reconstructed out of the ‘fact of alienation’ uttered by his Imperial Masters. 

If anything, this sounds compatible with what Bhabha refers to as the mimic re-articulation 

of ones’ presence in terms of his “otherness” that he disavows (132). Here, Bhabha’s 

inference to Foucault’s notion of “thinking the unthought”6 becomes pertinent. In fact, the 

‘unthought’ in Mustafa’s story is not something easy to decide, particularly due to the 

‘postcoloniality’ of his condition. Still, the ‘unthought’ for him could be anything; anything 

that leaves his postcolonial ‘cog’ out of the colonial ‘machine’, especially that Mustafa 

declares, the imperial master always sees him as “a useful cog that had to be procured” (TMA 

216). A cog (condition) which Mustafa assumes the need to abrogate and overturn against 

that master using the latter’s own tools and machinery.  

Not only that is critical, but even from a contemporary perspective, Mustafa’s 

ideological echo leads to disputation. As the story shows, Mustafa’s perception of women, 

                                                             
6 In “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Discourse” (1984), Bhabha notes that what the mimetic 

discourse calls forth is severely different from the call of the nineteenth-century European Man who through 

“thinking the unthought” has come to end his alienation through “reconciling [himself] with his essence”, 

outside the colonial articulation of discourse (132). 
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religion, and even sexual orientations7 identifies with/represents very limitedly, if ever, a 

‘true’ sixteenth-century Moor. According to Mason, Mustafa’s ‘politics’ relate him typically 

to a “twenty-first-century humanist … [whose] views on gender inequities are as ecumenical 

as his thoughts on religion” (7). Put differently, Mustafa’s ideological disposition tries 

desperately to combine his ‘native consciousness’ with that of the Other (European and often 

Indian) to come up with the ‘best’ version an objective Postcolonial character could provide. 

And in this case, Mustafa’s account would sound, as Wyatt Mason puts it, “too good to be 

true” (6). 

What could be further assumed in such ideological examination, is that the presence 

of Colonial ideology in the ‘need-to-abrogate’ condition is as complex (if not pathological) 

as Lalami’s protagonist exposes it to be. In fact, reasoning Mustafa’s ‘reasoning’ mirrors 

how the moral subjection has extended the act of interpreting imperial attitudes to 

‘obsessively’ postulating and reacting to them. Maszewski notes “[i]n The Moor’s Account, 

Mustafa never gets a chance to read Cabeza de Vaca’s account. However, because they have 

experienced the same shipwrecks and shared the horrors and the joys of a long walk as slaves 

and masters of their fate, Mustafa knows of the double purpose the narrative will serve” 

(328). If Maszewski’s note has anything to suggest, it would be that Mustafa’s ‘cognition’ 

has been strongly ‘corrupted’ by colonial nuances. In this sense, Mustafa’s ability to interact 

with the surroundings properly and authentically requires serious questioning. Thus, unless 

the reader associates Mustafa’s cognition and reaction to Lalami’s process of ‘writing 

fiction’, Mustafa’s account would without fail sound “troublesome” since it “doesn’t seem 

that of a singular human being” (Mason 5). As explained, Lalami’s implication of a character 

                                                             
7 In the story, Mustafa brings a scene where he implicitly and calmly refers to a ‘homosexual’ relationship 

between a Castilian friar called Father Anselmo and Diego, (the brother of Mustafa’s master’s Dorantes, who 

used to take “long walks in the woods behind the village” (TMA 54). In her interview with Cristopher 

Cassandra, Lalami confirms her intention to make Mustafa hint at “a gay love story” in his account, in a subtle 

way that suits the 16th century’s aura (Cristopher 53). Still Mustafa does not react to it with a perception of a 

16th century man.  
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who confidently abrogates the historical position of the Castilians via postulating suspected, 

perhaps invalid, assumptions and elaborations, is an explicit ‘ideological pitfall’ within her 

process of reconstruction.   

Thought-provokingly nonetheless, the ‘pitfall’ and ‘invalidity’ of re-entering the 

ideological arena with the ‘Imperial Other’ has been expressed by Lalami in an encoded 

space in her narrative. Lalami by the end of the story contrasts Mustafa’s ability to negotiate 

his place within the imperial game despite all signs indicating his ability to do so. As the 

reader learns by the end of the account, despite being a good fellow to the Castilian survivors, 

or acquiring a strong position in the New World, Mustafa by no means could negotiate his 

freedom. In his words we learn: 

Reader, I should not have been surprised by this retort, but I was. I think there was 

still some small part of me that stubbornly held on to the belief that Dorantes had 

been changed forever by our common experience in the Land of the Indians … The 

three men I had once thought of as brothers were moving on … forgetting everything 

that we had been through in the north. But I did not have the luxury to put the past 

behind me. I had made the mistake of once again placing my fate in the hands of 

another man and I had to find a way out. (TMA 224) 

Here, Lalami seems to assent that the postcolonial position disposed by her character, is 

eventually promised to major inconveniences. Mustafa’s ability to resist or abrogate on 

colonial grounds following colonial rhetorics is eventually disempowered. For that reason, 

Mustafa remarks, that after going back to the city of Tenochtitlán (which could effectively 

allegorize the post-colonial terrain), imperial codes, modes and traditions re-prevailed. 

Mustafa declares:  

 Tenochtitlán was supposed to be a new beginning for me. Instead, and almost 

 without my realizing it, [the colonial master] and I had slowly reprised our old 

 relationship. Once again, he was standing in the sun and I had to retreat in his shadow. 

 Once again, he was the speaker and I was the listener; he was the decider and I was 

 the supplicant. Once again, he was the master and I was the slave. (TMA 217) 
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Despite the fact that neither Lalami nor Mustafa has eventually decided to give up their 

abrogative mission, their admission of the complexity and limitation of such postcolonial 

mission remains truly courageous of both of them.  

 To say the least, the examination of the postcolonial act of abrogation, just like 

appropriation after all has proved that the colonial impact is actually stronger than to be 

simply demolished or negated. The technique of abrogation as it stands in The Moor’s 

Account finally engraves the postcolonial subject, politics, and values within a closed cycle 

where colonial ideology covers, controls and manipulates important territories. Mustafa by 

the end decides to run from his imperial companions. He discovers after all that post/colonial 

negotiations (ideological in this case) are no more than strong colonial traps. Hence, 

Mustafa’s liberation, must subscribe to no colonial involvement, even if the politics of 

‘abrogation’ seems to grant the effectiveness of such deal. 

1-4- Conclusion 

In her process of reconstructing the history, culture and identity of an African 

periphery, Laila Lalami has opted for two of the most common techniques/acts in the 

production of postcolonial narratives and counter-discourses: appropriation and abrogation. 

The two acts have been examined in this chapter in a special reference to colonial influence 

to trace to what extent the literary body of the African writer mirrors the decisive presence 

of colonial techniques, strategies, modes of production and ideology as well. Indeed, as the 

chapter demonstrates, the relationship between the postcolonial text The Moor’s Account 

and its anti-colonial agenda is one that is built according to colonial specifications present 

on both inter-textual and ideological levels. Lalami’s text likewise, reflects the great extent 

to which the postcolonial/African writer as well as character try hard to manage their way 

through colonial realities in pursuit of their ‘liberation’, yet mostly end up surrounded by 

undesirable pitfalls and inconveniences. In this sense, the literary authority both acts of 
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appropriation and abrogation render to Lalami becomes an authority that could very weakly 

compete colonial legacies. And as a result, could not escape competition, invalidation and 

criticism. Accordingly, one remarks that such acts greatly lessen the validity of the process 

of postcolonial re-construction, despite all the discursive guidelines it follows, because ‘the 

Master’s tools can never dismantle the Master’s house’ (Lorde 21). 
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General Conclusion 

“For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house…” (Lorde Audre) 

 The colonial condition that has inspired postcolonial interaction with the politics of 

imperialism, requires serious reconsideration. Our study concludes that when the 

postcolonial outlooks disrupt the reconstruction of ‘new’ possibilities in the present, our 

research calls for the necessity of understanding the guidelines followed in the realization of 

these outlooks. While the outlooks as this study perceives them stand for “re-writing” 

history, ideology, and representation, their guidelines are discursion, subversion, 

appropriation, and abrogation. In fact, it is argued that the set of the aforementioned 

discursive practices contributes effectively to the shaping of the postcolonial identity of the 

text; and that is why many postcolonial thinkers ‘validate’ the re-constructive-ness of the 

resulting counter-discourse. However, and through our both analytical and critical 

examinations to Laila Lalami’s The Moor’s Account (2014), the study concludes that the 

inaccurate implication of such discursive practices in carrying an anti-imperial agenda, 

instead of being a subversive and liberating force against colonial dominance, it re-

subjugates the post-colonial text and character. On that basis, the validity of the postcolonial 

discourse along with the way it advances its anti-colonial position is questioned.  

 Indeed, Lalami’s postcolonial discourse in The Moor’s Account has been carefully 

chosen to permit a critical discussion regarding the matter of ‘cogency’ in the literary 

manifestation of the struggle against imperialism. In Lalami’s narrative, the manifestation is 

present as a historical reconstruction that has contained specific cultural and political 

depictions to three significant racial groups (Africans, Indians, and Europeans). Based on 

such depictions, the study has voiced the author’s postcolonial preoccupations respectively 

to the writing-back position she has assumed against the Spanish discourse La Relación 

(1544). As the story shows, Lalami has built her story around Narvaez Expedition (1528) in 
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order to empower the character Estebanico/Mustafa, so that he expresses dissenting 

opinions. Nevertheless, Lalami has demonstrated that the rewriting of history can be fretted 

with masquerading biases and problems. For, the re-constructive side of The Moor’s Account 

communicates both inter-textual and ideological notions of interaction that render the 

narrative under explicit pitfalls. These ‘pitfalls’ have been addressed in terms of Lalami’s 

postcolonial reconstruction as it faces certain limitations and drawbacks. Eventually, Lalami 

has been not very successful in keeping faithful against colonial influences and 

dislodgments.  

 Hence, Lalami before attending historical, cultural, or national re-constructions, 

ought to construct her own and novel way that does not lay on “colonial scratches”. In that 

way, the writer’s anti-colonial position could be validated, and the disconnection, 

disjointedness and independence of her character’s identity from the colonial ‘counter-

consciousness’ could be fully and finally realized. 
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