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Abstract : Memory plays a significant role in determining the identity and existence of an individual. Depending on the experiences
(both good and bad), human beings have a unique capacity in locating their position and integrity in the world. Traumatic incidents
and a bitter past can reconstruct the identity and integrity of a person in unimaginable ways. We are familiar with literary usages
like the “confession” of a thief. Such expressions have widely been used in a contemptuous and sardonic manner. Jean Genet was
a thief; more than a confession, his work - which is autobiographical- serves as a device of storytelling. Without the aid of
justifications and complaints, the autobiography progresses in a linear fashion. Transgressing the boundaries of societal norms,
Genet portrays his transformation from a common man belonging to a world of myriads of experiences to a successful writer.
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INTRODUCTION

The Thief's Journal, which was first published in 1949, gives a poignant account of the life and philosophy of Jean Genet. The
introductory part was written by Jean Paul Sartre. Sartre later wrote Saint Genet based on Genet’s life. Believing that 'Betrayal is
Beautiful', Jean Genet observes his own life as a spiritual journey; and his deeds as offerings. For him, the Christian concept of the
Holy Trinity is something different from the traditional belief systems; he regards it as the Trinity of Theft, Betrayal and
Homosexuality. His vision of life is a strange yet powerful dimension which can never be measured by the yardstick of morality.
In this manner, the most notable feature of this work is that it doesn't sound confessional or judgmental.

Abandoned at the seventh month of birth by a mother who is a sex-worker, equally abandoned by some "elite" father even before
his birth, surviving as the inhabitant of an orphanage and taking up diverse roles of life like that of a criminal, adopted son, thief,
spy, prisoner and a male prostitute, Genet still laughs at the countenance of the so-called sophistry of civilization which humanity
believes to be sublime and grand.

Genet was a social outlaw who wholeheartedly embraces his own sinful nature without justifying or explaining it. Settling in
Paris in 1937, he began writing poems, plays, novels and essays. With the help of Jean Cocteau (who interfered with the
establishments to prevent him being subject to a long penal sentence), Jean-Paul Sartre and other members of the French cultural
elite, Genet became one of the country’s most acclaimed writers. By the time he wrote The Criminal Child he was a public figure
whose iconoclastic views attracted a wide audience. Translated into English for the first time by Jeffrey Zuckerman, and published,
along with Charlotte Mandell’s translation of some of Genet’s most interesting essays by New York Review Books, this text
provides crucial insights into Genet’s way of thinking.

Genet is undoubtedly frank and withholds nothing from the reader, no matter how selfish or cruel. In all ages, writers have
discussed the idea of transgressing boundaries through explicit and implicit methods; addressing negative forces and subverting
repressive authoritarian structures are not uncommon in literary works. Genet uses writing as a medium to express his deep-rooted
reflections concerning the workings of our pseudo-moralistic society. "I felt a curious sweetness; a kind of freedom lightened me,
gave my body as it lay on the bed an extraordinary agility. Was that what betrayal being? I had just violently detached myself from
an unclean comradeship to which my affectionate nature had been leading me, and | was astonished at thereby feeling great strength.
I had just broken with the army, had just shattered the bonds of friendship." (Genet, 40)
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THE THIEF’S JOURNAL: AVIOLENT MEMORY

The Thief's Journal is the journey into the strange and unique mind of Jean Genet; the poetry of his prose beautifies the
conventionality and harshness of its subject, of theft, violence, betrayal and murder, the debased world of thieves, pimps and would-
be murderers which Genet feels drawn to and is able to find beauty and propriety in. Genet is able to transmute his life and ideas,
which upend and contradict normal concepts of heroism, love and beauty, via his art; "I refused to live for any other end than the
one which | found to contain the first misfortune: that my life must be a legend, in other words legible, and must give birth to a
certain new emotion which I call poetry. | am no longer anything, only a pretext (Genet, 78-79)

Throughout his life, Genet has experienced the pricking agony of motherlessness. As he was without a mother, he remained a
perpetual rootless individual permanently caught in the perplexities of homelessness. He writes, “I know nothing of her who
abandoned me in the cradle, but | hoped it was that old thief who begged at night” (Genet,13). When he sees an old woman, he
corresponds his feeling of insecurities to that image despite any logical connection. His need for belonging grows in his imagination
through the idea of a mother assuming fictionalized extremes.

Genet’s nature was an inverted simulation of the values of the society which he intensely rejected. In that sense, the idea of
individual freedom itself is problematic. In Milton's Paradise Lost, Satan appears as a rebel who interrogates the existing codes of
morality and the divine as well as the omnipotent authority of God,; it is even more striking when a human being like Genet
authentically questions the degrading and degenerating norms of the society.

Memory operates on the individual as well as the collective level. For Genet, memory is inseparable from the subtle nuances of
the present - he regards the past as elevator to the unknown vistas of future. "Memory nonetheless captures simultaneously the
individual, embodied, and lived side and the collective, social, and constructed side of our relations to the past. It allows for
individuals, groups and societies to be creative as its “anachronistic quality—its bringing together of now and then, here and there—
is actually the source of its powerful creativity, its ability to build new worlds out of the materials of older ones” (Terdiman, 05).

Language also plays a pivotal role in giving shape to the disoriented thoughts and memories of Genet. It is believed that language
shapes the inner psyche and foundation of a person’s true self. Experts believe that language is acquired by stages, each stage more
closely approximating to the language used by a grown-up person. The first stage in the development of a child’s linguistic skill
comes when it imitates the speech of those around him with certain recognizability. Cultural transmission, thus, begins from early
childhood though the infant’s contact with the verbal and non-verbal behavior of those around him. By the fifth or sixth year, the
core of a child’s linguistic ability (grammar) is almost fully formed and at this stage if he or she is unable to generate meaningful
speech, the child’s ability to do so in future may gravely be impaired. There is, thus, the stage at which children learn their first
language through direct imitation of other humans. The term language acquisition is used here for the process where a language is
acquired as a result of natural and casual exposure to language. Thus, language is something that permanently shapes an individual’s
integrity. In genet’s memories, language functions as a tool to unravel the isolation and violence he confronted as a child. A child
is capable of learning whatever language he is exposed to and the significant thing is that what is learned is what is experienced and
that this learning is creative in the sense that the learner can express what he has not heard. Moreover, the human mind does not
accept information from its environment in exactly the same form and style as it is conveyed to him. The conveyed information is
compared with the already stored information in the mind and it is then analyzed, and often enlarged upon for giving it a new form.
As a result, the external world the cultural imprints it offers, can be genuinely deciphered through the experiences of Genet.

Genet eventually ends up becoming a symbol, a blunt tool to weave the untold stories of the men who Genet met and loved
during his perambulations around Europe, but at the same time art is able to give meaning to his ideas and life. Indeed, the beauty
of Genet's style saves the novel from the blandness of the subject matter which transforms the violence of the world around him
into something beautiful and eternal. "The purple of sunsets, according to physicists, is the result of a greater thickness of air which
is cross only by short waves. At mid-day, when nothing is happening in the sky, and apparition of this kind would disturb us less;
the wonder is that is occurs in the evening, at the most poignant time of the day, when the sun sets, when it disappears to pursue
some mysterious destiny, where perhaps it dies. The physical phenomenon that fills the sky with such pomp is possible only at the
moment that most exalts the imagination; at the setting of the most brilliant of heavenly bodies (Genet,148)."

Genet utilizes a political or social axe to grind in The Thief's Journal, his sole goal is to render the world of deprivation he
involved himself into something ever-lasting, something ethereal and touching. In this regard, Genet represents what is probably
the purest essence of his life and art. He is the lucid observer reclaiming the sufferings and exultations of his own follies, trials, and
evolution. There are no masks; there are thin veils. He does not retreat; he snatches the noble of the ignoble. For within his poetic
form of memoir, facts are not necessary, as they shift through a shifting perspective. He loses himself; self reflects on his own
process as a writer, then is off again, into a underground world of men, with the violence of electronic corpuscles circling a sun of
energy. He re-enters the labyrinth of this formative time, simultaneously wrenched to learn the last prisoners are being transported
back from Devil’s Island as the French Republic, citing inhuman conditions, closes the penal colony forever. “I am shorn of my
infamy,” he mourns. Genet gradually comes to the realization that violence is simultaneously the continuation and condemnation
of brutality. He says that “just as the examples of necessary violence are innumerable, so are acts of brutality, since brutality always
steps in to oppose violence-by which | mean, again, an uninterrupted dynamic that is life itself. [...] Of course, no enumeration
could exhaust the facts, which are like the multiple avatars through which brutality imposes itself. And all the spontaneous violence
of life that is carried further by the violence of revolutionaries will be just enough to thwart organized brutality” (Genet 172).
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In the world of Genet, cruelties and atrocities merge into a labyrinth of complex human conditions. Estranged from the usual
and safe ways of life, he finds himself caught in a quandary of expectations and frustrations. He lacks a concrete foundation to start
with - his life as a prisoner and a male prostitute makes him understand the unseen and unkind paths that life takes us to.

On a broader level, it is the perceptions of other human beings that create and form Genet's existence. He exists only in the eyes
of others, whose idea of him shapes his view of himself. If they regard him as evil, he does not reject their view. He internalizes it,
and lives accordingly. Not only is Genet’s identity artificial, it is fashioned by other people. Without their negative perception of
him, he is nothing. It is evident from the life of Genet and all other Genets who are over there, that the society never pardons a
criminal for his criminality.

He was an aimless trespasser, a man without ties, without father and mother, without place or country, without hearth or home,
but he had a weapon: the French language. In his prison cells at La Santé and Fresnes, with only a primary school certificate and a
grammar book, he began to write his first poems, his first novels. With his abandoned childhood, his solitude, his prisons, his
memories of drifting miserably through Spain and Europe, always searching for someplace else, with the catastrophe of his life, he
composed one of the most incendiary bodies of work in French literature, finding in poetry a homeland without borders: “France,”
he wrote in The Thief’s Journal, “is an emotion communicated from artist to artist” (pp. 104)

Genet found love, poetry and lyricism in prison, drawing pride, triumph and reason for glory in the admittance and acceptance
of his weaknesses. His life of crime and passion is captured in The Thief's Journal, a story of going down the rabbit hole, of choices
and searches, and of what it means to be attracted to the darkness. Where seeing beauty in the unconventional, the underworld, and
letting yourself - or part of yourself - take pleasure in the unknown is source of light, and true awakening. Genet believes that there
is liberation in the captivity of pain. Estranged in a world in which he doesn’t ‘fit’ in and suspended between the contradictory
pressures of the environment and the self, Genet suffers from the introverted dispositions resulting from his inner struggle.

The purpose of life is an unending quest for the meaning of life. If there is no purpose, life becomes meaningless and irrelevant
filled with no elements of guilt or innocence. But Genet searches incessantly and is ready to accept his accountability as a human
being. The quest for meaning ends with resignation; a mood of finality is arrived at. In this regard, The Thief’s Journal is a haunting
account of truthful representation. In it every person can recognize himself face to face with a world of baffling complexities. It has
sprung not from Genets outward life but from the anxieties and terrors of his turbulent inner life which he faced with astonishing
honesty; creating out of it a macabre world of doubt and frustration that transcends time and space and has become a symbol of
perpetual human predicament.

Being a delinquent, Genet had his own vies regarding morality and ethics. Accordingly, it was an idea of ugliness and brutality,
not beauty, which framed his perspective of his own sexuality. As he represented it, homosexuality was not a way of finding pleasure
and expressing affection — in other words, an integral part of human existence — but a transgressive ritual. He finds it as a normal
course of life where one can remain true to one's own identity and integrity. As an individual who has undergone a lot of
predicaments concerning his true self, what hat he rejects is the facade of false pretensions.

The narrator traverses political eras, cities, across national borders, in and out of prison. In this frantic journey love is radically
located in all sorts of divergent places; in murdered corpses, in lice, in cells, in the intense community created while carrying buckets
of jail-guard shit. The revolutionary gesture of the story is the explicitly abundant ‘having’ at the centre of poverty. Theft,
vagabondage and prostitution are means of survival, then lived as more than life, as wretchedness and devotion.

However, the narrator’s conflict is not with the ethical conundrum of his crimes, but with the bravery of telling this story that
will become his ‘genesis’. The narrative is at odds with itself, exiling the writer from his story as the list of thefts becomes a poem.
Each theft, whether a wallet from a rich man’s pocket or a more elaborate job on a jeweler, feeds into Genet’s poet-thief
consciousness. From this perspective we get a different kind of narrative. The story is told from street-level experience in elegiac
and inebriating language that actively styles time in a different way. History is happening somewhere alongside the migrations and
junctures of the narrator and his outsider society. To read it is to feel the alternative tempo in the rude repetitions of the thief who
loves to steal. Genet's world is filled with wounds, squalor, ugliness and horror; it opens the other side of the lives we see and listen
to. "If I cannot have the most brilliant destiny, | want the most wretched, not for the purpose of a sterile solitude, but in order to
achieve something new with such rare matter."(Genet, 173)

CONCLUSION

For Genet, life has been a matter of constant negation. By denying or questioning established truths, Genet delves into the core
of ambiguity and explores the nuances of human experience. The absurdities and atrocities of life mixed with a lot of uncertainties
equip him with a boldness that moves the course of his life in unprecedented ways. A world that creates neither saints nor demons
repels him consistently in all walks of life. Detached from the commonalities of ordinary life, Genet watches the trajectory of his
destiny in a stoic manner.

Genet is an absolutely ordinary man when he describes his sexual aspirations. Perhaps his delineations of erotic flamboyance
lead to independent romantic explorations and a self-created book of Genesis. Along with explicating an incident framework of
experiences, Genet probes into a deep and introspective quest - expanding into the horizons of magical and philosophical
dimensions. The famous French theorist René Girard emphasizes that at the root of ritual lies ingrained violence. He goes on to say
that “ritual is the imitation and reenactment of spontaneous, unanimous violence” (Girard 104). This inclination towards the
contemplation of physical and emotional realms of violence shapes the course of Genet's life.
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