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Rawi Hage; 'Cockroach'; 'Carnival'; The grotesque mode; Abjection; Migrant existence

This essay considers the function of the grotesque mode in Rawi Hage’s novels Cockroach (2008) 
and Carnival (2012). The grotesque is a provocative tool with which Hage draws attention to the 
predicament of the class of poor and disadvantaged new immigrants in contemporary Montreal. He 
offers a male immigrant’s unsettling perspective on the Canadian multicultural ideal that proclaims 
the acceptance of ethnic and racial difference.

in the context of the protagonist’s social alienation and marginalisation. Julia Kristeva’s theory of 

 Hage’s novels are devoid of true 
regenerative and liberating power. The literary texts give prominence to the migrant’s isolation and 

tool with which the author depicts the recent immigrant as someone with a resilient and mobile 
identity. 

El presente ensayo considera la función de la visión de lo grotesco en las novelas de Rawi Hage 
Cockroach (2008) y Carnival (2012). El ‘grotesque’ es una herramienta de provocación con la que 
Hage pretende llamar la atención hacia la situación del grupo social de los nuevos inmigrantes de 
clase trabajadora en el Montreal contemporáneo. Hage ofrece la perspectiva perturbadora de un 
inmigrante varón frente el ideal de multiculturalidad canadiense que proclama la aceptación de las 
diferencias raciales y étnicas.
Los aspectos formales que generan un efecto grotesco incluyen la imagen introspectiva del na

realidad urbana y las metáforas espaciales en el contexto de la alienación y marginación social 
del protagonista. La teoría del abyecto de Julia Kristeva arroja luz sobre el sentido del miedo y la 

las plagas dentro del contexto de su discurso de resistencia.

Hage están desprovistas de un verdadero poder regenerativo y liberador. La narrativa enfatiza el 

el modo grotesco funciona igualmente como herramienta poderosa para el tetrato del inmigrante 
contemporáneo como un sujeto de identidad móvil y resiliente.
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aesthetic mode particularly appeals to artists today because 
its hybridity speaks directly to the concerns central to the debate about ethical values 
and the nature of the human in the context of multiculturalism (Connelly 22). 

The “nonhierarchical and nondichotomized” grotesque world (Perttula 
38) thereby functions as a means to provoke the dominant culture’s dualistic thinking 

preconceptions and makes the familiar world strange. Its serious literary purpose becomes 
especially prominent when it is used as an aggressive weapon to invert and undercut a 

 
thereby radically 

 distancing effect shocks readers 
out of complacency and faces the latter with an undesirable social reality. Two novels by 

Cockroach 
(2008) and Carnival

strikingly with the grotesque mode to offer the poor immigrant’s alienating perspective 
1

available to the insider” (213).

diasporic literature. She states that it “signals heterogeneity” as “a byproduct of the attitude 
that takes homogeneity to be the natural order” (190). Janice Kulyk Keefer in turn draws 

1

and visual artist. De Niro’s Game won the Paragraphe Hugh MacLennan Prize for Fiction in 2006 
and the International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award in 2008. Cockroach won the Paragraphe Hugh 
MacLennan Prize for Fiction in 2008 and Carnival won the same prize in 2012.

attention to “the present mode of transcultural writing in Canada” that is “a postmodernist 

the modernist grotesque. Wolfgang Kayser originally theorised the latter as “the demonic 

and cultural hierarchies and transgresses “the code of ‘good behaviour’ demanded by the 

or folk grotesque with the demonic grotesque in the context of his unsettling portrayal 
of migrant existence. Hage relies on this subversive strategy to primarily draw attention 
to the predicament of the class of poor and disadvantaged immigrants in a multicultural 

individual sense of masculine subjectivity and identity and his cultural naming. His inability 

refusal to accept the new underclass of immigrants. 
Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection will help to interpret Hage’s grotesque animal 

imagery in relation to the social construction of minorities. In Powers of Horror
introduces the notion of “the abject” as a subset of the grotesque. The abject is the radically 

individual identity. Kristeva explains “abjection” as a psychological phenomenon whereby 
the subject projects the fear of the Other within the self onto foreigners. The terror of 
the abject bears a close similarity to Kayser’s concept of the demonic grotesque (Hurley 

will cast light on the hostility to the racial Other and on the male protagonist’s deliberate 

Nightwood 
and Angela Carter’s Nights at the Circus “abject images are centrally 
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In Cockroach and Carnival
demonic grotesque indeed becomes most apparent when its subversive energies function 
as an aggressive device in the service of satire.2

3 
The subsequent analysis of Cockroach and Carnival will deal with several formal 

aspects that generate a grotesque effect. It will consider the latter as symptomatic of the 
male immigrant’s vulnerability. Formal features of the grotesque in Cockroach and Carnival 

desire in the margin of society; his disruptive discourse of resistance or linguistic impurity; 

The Grotesque in Cockroach
The Lebanese protagonist in Cockroach

minorities in the 1990s. He has lived in Montreal for seven years and has scratched a living 
by doing temporary menial jobs. The narrative starts after his failed suicide attempt that 

“oppressive power in the world that [he] can neither participate in nor control” (5). Following 

who not only narrates his personal experiences but also displays great empathy with male 

abuse in Iran.  He falls in love with Shohreh Sherazy
like his sister. The literary text revolves around the 

2

(133).
3 Rawi Hage makes the sociopolitical critique of his novels explicit in an interview with Rita Sakr. 
He says about their main thrust that “it is crucial to have and to express a genuine concern for the 

an awareness of possibilities and hence might [Hage’s emphasis] contribute to change” (349).

hierarchical social order in terms of alienation and subordination. 

space that offered an escape from domestic violence. The protagonist’s beloved sister 

abusive husband. The protagonist leaves his home country soon after the tragic incident 

the murder. At no time does the adult narrator nostalgically yearn for the home country left 
behind but neither does he show an interest in adapting to the mainstream culture.4

The adult protagonist’s experience of turning into a cockroach evokes a sense of 

The Metamorphosis
to distinguish the grotesque visual image in Hage’s novel from Gregor’s transformation into 

5

whereas the protagonist in Cockroach merely imagines turning into a cockroach while 
identifying with its contradictory traits. This insect is commonly perceived as an object of 
disgust yet it is also an admirably swift creature. It is hard for humans to detect when it 
hides in dark corners and it is above all a resilient survivor. 

different meanings and associations” (Metamorphoses 150). In Transpositions

4 The main character’s unresolved trauma complex and diasporic condition has been treated by 
 The novel’s reliance on the grotesque mode has so 

a grotesque space (280). Whereas Mark Libin deals with Hage’s aim “to unsettle the privileged 

of the grotesque out of consideration. Kit Dobson only refers to “the abjection of the immigrant or 
refugee body” (266). 
5
assumption.
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Powers 4). 
The abject “confronts us ... with those fragile states where man strays on the territories of 
animal
humanity that may be repressed but that can never be fully expelled. As human beings’ 

In Strangers to Ourselves
terms of a desire to keep one’s own unsettling otherness at bay. She claims that we deal 
with strangers just as we treat the stranger (the Other) within ourselves: “The foreigner 

our unconscious” (191). She posits that an ethical relationship between oneself and the 
foreigner necessitates a confrontation with one’s own uncanny strangeness. In an interview 
about Strangers to Ourselves

Kristeva’s theory of the unconscious and abjection throws light on the subordination 
Cockroach. Dominant groups within 

senses that “the rich hate the poor” (85) and that he is “the insect beneath them” (89). He 

image. The “marginal impoverished welfare recipient” adopts the animalising discourse 

capitalist endeavour” (123). He is refused a job as a waiter in a fancy restaurant on 
 Le Cafard

avoir le cafard

from “a terrible sadness” caused by the death of his sister (119). Maître Pierre insults the 
protagonist when he tells him why he cannot possibly be a waiter in Le Cafard: “Tu es un 
peu trop cuit pour ça (you are a little too well done for that)! Le soleil t’a brûlé ta face un 
peu trop (the sun has burned your face a bit too much).” This derogatory remark about his 

on his sleeves and pompous posture” who despises him (29). His rage is a symptom of 

unwelcome in Le Cafard

loathing for the normative values of Montreal’s rich inhabitants that makes him disidentify 
with the human species and increasingly identify with the repulsive yet resilient cockroach. 

a nocturnal and creeping insect “which inhabits realms apart from and inaccessible to 
man” (Kayser 182) is a typical motif of the demonic grotesque and conveys his refusal to 
be perceived as weak and easily defeated.

“keep those insects on their toes” (128) and observe their strong survival instinct. He 
personally gathers strength and a sense of power as soon as he imagines transmuting into 
an ineradicable human/cockroach.

hypotyposis
common to grotesque narratives (Astruc 208). Hypotyposis is a description so vivid that 
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The protagonist’s social alienation is conveyed indirectly through space symbolism. 

that functions as a location of radical openness and a space of resistance against the 

The underground is also a metaphor for the protagonist’s unconscious. The voice 

uncontrollable drives erupts to the surface. The narrative transmits the corporeal language 
of primary processes by means of the grotesque mode. The latter involves excess on the 
level of discourse in the domain of psychic desire. 6

The narrator conveys his erotic pleasure while making love to Shohreh as follows: 

The folk grotesque both degrades nationalism (an elevated ideal) and celebrates the body 
of the repulsive Other in its gross animality. The reference to embracing dirt involves a 
shift towards the demonic grotesque or the abject. The migrant who embraces dirt rejects 

homogeneity … complete assimilation” (200).

expression to his vulnerability and aggression. His counterhegemonic discourse revolves 
around his anger and frustration at being “neglected” (32) as a human being with particular 

established order by whose ideological power structures he feels victimised. His linguistic 

bourgeois society. 

6
grotesque mode unsettles the reader’s accustomed perception of reality.

as religious doctrine about the seven deadly sins is debased through the combination with 

 

The protagonist repeatedly has a ‘madman’s’ secular apocalyptic visions. The 

is a motif of the demonic grotesque (Kayser 182). The apocalyptic visions in Cockroach 
announce a new era when all the hungry and oppressed immigrants will “inherit the earth” 
(53). The rioting “insects” or minorities will ultimately and collectively resort to physical 
violence with a view to radically overthrowing the existing social hierarchy above ground 
and triumphantly “claim what is rightly theirs” (27). The militant cockroaches will become 
“the future ruling race” (201). 

 whereby the 

and frustration of minorities who are victims of racist assumptions and inequalities in 
contemporary urban society. The same target underlies Hage’s satiric oppositionality and 
sociopolitical critique in Carnival

 7

The Grotesque in  Carnival

which Hage chose as an epigraph of Carnival Rabelais and His World. It 

regenerative and liberating experience. 
Carnival possesses a copy of The History 

of the Comic Grotesque (30). Carnival exuberance as a liberating and healing communal 

7 Carnival had yet been published. 
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Cockroach

 

converted to Muslim fundamentalism and abandoned the family as a result of which the 

immigrate to a North American city known for its annual carnival.8

a city that favours stable categories. The bearded lady knows that “people here want 
everything to be clear: men are men and women are women and those who are in between 
are left to the vultures and the crocodiles” (158). 

immigrants whose lives revolve around survival or defeat. Fly tells a wealthy businessman: 

whom he calls underprivileged hungry “dogs” (61). He deliberately speaks about them as 
Cockroach

he adopts the animalising discourse to sharply criticise social abjection. 

migrare means to wander or 

bourgeoisie desires to keep at a safe distance. 

he is addicted. The protagonist’s sexual frenzy is a manifestation of insubordination and 

8 Carnival
the American north” (124) and “St. Lucas Island” (265). 

liberating the oppressed “martyrs and insects” (184) from dictatorial regimes. One 

carnivalesque liberation of the inferior ‘animals’ from the doctrine of ideology: “I pound and 

albino sisters liberating their kind from the condemnation of the sanctus doctrinalis” (17). 
This grotesque collage of disjointed images generates an ambivalent emotional response 

openly shows his sensitivity to social injustice and power politics. He virulently attacks a 

of the protagonist in Cockroach

underprivileged women of colour who are forced into prostitution. 

with the stance of his black anarchist friend. The 

revenge on people whom he accuses of race discrimination and the defence of imperial 
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power structures. Otto’s refusal to be beaten into submission and his radical postcolonial 
oppositionality escalate into a series of killings. The novel juxtaposes his monomaniacal 

passions. 

friend whom Fredao forces into street prostitution. Linda’s plight is that of many immigrant 
women of colour whom the protagonist refers to as the city’s “wandering animals” (75). 
Tammer commits the beastly deed because the pimp battered his mother. The uncanny 
act of cannibalism is only the beginning of a sequence of crimes committed by the 
dehumanised black social outsiders against rich people listed by Otto. Carnival thus sets 
the wintry festival period with its ritual of reversal against a backdrop of an unauthorised 
individual carnival with subversive energies that involve sheer savagery. The retaliatory 

as the ultimate transgression of a social taboo shifts the focus from the folk grotesque to 
a horrifying and alienating world with shocking visual images that belong to the demonic 
grotesque or the abject. 

At the end of Carnival

He simultaneously causes cognitive indeterminacy by describing how his taxi transmutes 
Cockroach

the narrative ending hesitates between realism and fantasy. Cockroach concludes with the 

the migrant entering a transitional space associated with spiritual freedom and surrealistic 
.

Conclusion
The analysis of Hage’s Cockroach and Carnival has shown the grotesque to be 

clearly interrelated with the novels’ underlying satiric oppositionality and sociopolitical 
critique. The grotesque mode engages the political when its alienation effect serves as an 

The male protagonists in both novels deliberately identify with the xenophobic 
he grotesque 

mode thereby functions as a tool to both criticise the demeaning images projected on 
migrant’s alternative 

 may be linked to the outspoken critical 
Canadian author originally 

“has preached tolerance rather than encouraging acceptance; and it is leading us into a 
divisiveness so entrenched that we face a future of multiple solitudes with no central notion 
to bind us” (192).

of migrant novels in which the satirical function of the grotesque is as prominent as in 
The Satanic Verses

for resisting the newness of demographic multiplicity. The satiric grotesque 
that they ‘construct’ Saladin as rebounds satirically back on them … Saladin’s 
grotesque body transforms an image of scorn into a site of reclamation (149).

In her study of The Satanic Verses

remarks that the grotesque is particularly productive in postcolonial writing about immigrant 

“metamorphosis and change.” Donn adds that the grotesque is a mode “in which the 
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and sociopolitical resistance which has been an essential characteristic of the grotesque 
9 

Subha Xavier the politics of oppression and resistance 

as does the clash of languages and cultures” (19). 

racial Other is not accepted in the contemporary metropolis. Despite such a bleak picture 

tool. It confronts us with an unsettling visual image of the migrant as someone with a 
strong survival instinct and an indomitable spirit. Hage convincingly depicts his displaced 

the cultural binaries on which privileged human beings rely in the host country.
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