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Abstract 

 Performance is a key aspect of representation, the means through which culture is 

disseminated and comprehended – and thus, how it comes to be understood within a 

normative conception of the world. Work such as Paul Morand’s Black Magic look to 

exploit this ability of representation to affect performance and vice versa, limiting the 

mobility of his characters while amplifying his own as he moves effortlessly through the 

anthology’s exoticized locales. The Other comes to be constituted through these acts of 

representation, expected to perform these roles which are laid out for them, but Josephine 

Baker is an exemplar of how these classifications can become muddled. Through her 

work, Baker demonstrated the irony inherent to these performances, in a way that both 

appealed to the desire for the exotic and made that desire ridiculous. Similarly, Kiran 

Desai tackles the expectations inherent to the rhetoric of revolution, which puts the 

primacy of revolutionary action and its sense of agency in highly masculine terms. Desai 

looks to satirize and problematize these notions and expectations inherent to 

performance, all through the lens of a West Bengali secessionist movement. dg nanouk 

okpik in her poetry also looks to nuance these representational forces, to move an 

understanding of indigenous peoples and cultures beyond a Western understanding which 

would see them as fossil records – lifeless and useless outside of their study by curious 

outsiders. These works speak of life lived by peoples on the margins, those denied agency 

or mobility or a voice in the present, but who nevertheless can use these works to cast 

doubt upon these rigid understandings of the world and how it comes to be represented. 
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Front Matter 

 

 While not exclusively centered around the representation of gender and gendered 

identities, nor the feminist analysis of these concepts for which the text in question would 

become such a cornerstone for, Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and the 

Subversion of Identity nevertheless provides a key frame of reference for contextualizing 

any further discussion below. That is, Butler’s work provides a thorough analysis of 

subjecthood and subjectivity which can be deployed outside the scope of a purely 

feminist analysis, for as Butler herself notes “The domains of political and linguistic 

‘representation’ set out in advance the criterion by which subjects themselves are formed, 

with the result that representation is extended only to what can be acknowledged as a 

subject” (1). What exactly constitutes that subject, as well as through whom and through 

what context that constitution occurs, is malleable here; all subjects are subject to the 

extensive reach of representation, whether that subject be the gendered body (as the case 

may be with Butler), the racialized body, the nationalized body, or the body entombed 

and fossilized as being “socially dead”. In any case the creation of the subject and the 

agents for that creation come to the forefront of what we understand to be 

“representation,” the acknowledgement and subsequent qualification of subjecthood 

being critical in how one understands and sees the world. 

 As such, when it is said that “constraint is thus built into what that language 

constitutes as the imaginable domain of gender,” (Butler 9) one need not necessarily 
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views this process of constriction as an exclusively gendered phenomenon – it speaks 

towards a larger-scale process, by which the innumerable floating signifiers which make 

up that “imaginable domain” coalesce and condense through the constraints language 

necessarily imposes upon them. If language is the medium through which we form these 

representations, and subsequently through which those representations come to define the 

subject-status of any given person, then it is imperative to understand how these 

representations serve as both regulatory and potentially liberatory. By this I mean to say 

simply that, just as the case may be that “the political construction of the subject proceeds 

with certain legitimating and exclusionary aims” (Butler 2), so too is it possible that the 

construction of the subject may in turn become a subject in itself: a domain in which one 

may play with the expecting constrictions involved in subject-making, especially if that 

subject is to be seen as silenced or marginalized in how they are represented within the 

popular imaginary.  

 For play, as I mean to define it here, exists in a sort of liminal state of being, not 

just in the sense that play makes a game out of crossing borders, but that in crossing 

borders play makes the constructed nature of those borders all the more apparent. If one 

desires a sense of absolute continuity, that all things will rigidly cohere to the normative 

expectations of subject formation and representation, then play comes to be the measure 

by which “the ‘coherence’ and ‘continuity’ of ‘the person’” prove to be “not logical or 

analytic features of personhood, but, rather, socially instituted and maintained norms of 

intelligibility” (Butler 17). The person, in the multitude of ways by which they can 

construct themselves versus how others may choose to socially construct them (and 
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indeed, how they may impose generalizations on them), demonstrates the artificiality by 

which those categories are perpetuated in the first place. Coherence and continuity 

become problematized when we come to an understanding of the sheer artificiality of 

such constructions, speaking more towards social and cultural milieus than any basis in 

strict (and constrictive) fact.  

  When taken alongside the idea that “humanist conceptions of the subject tend to 

assume a substantive person who is the bearer of various essential and nonessential 

attributes,” (Butler 10) it becomes imperative that we understand how issues concerning 

representation and continuity within representation much necessarily be intertwined with 

issues of essentialism – the body is constituted along a certain dynamic that stresses 

absolute coherence to normative forms, so that any particular body which may exist 

outside of those described norms is subsequent exiled through the process of imposing 

those normalized traits onto the body of people en masse. If we are to understand agency, 

as elaborated on below, as the movement across space and expressly the freedom to act 

on that desire for movement, then this normalizing and essentializing of the body and its 

representations becomes the means through which this movement might be restricted, if 

not altogether erased. Representation entraps, it makes privy the ability of the one who 

represents to enclose the one who is represented into the constrictions of that 

essentialized body, and as such there are those who are made explicit use of that power of 

representation, such as author Paul Morand in his short story “Good-Bye, New York!” 

 Tied into notions of primitivity and atavism, and thus of the essentializing of the 

black body through the representation of its return to a “natural state,” Morand’s work 
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serves as a stark reminder that “Gender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of 

repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory field that congeal over time to produce the 

appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being,” (Butler 33) and that moreover this 

regulation of gender exists alongside a regulation of race. Pamela Freeman as a character 

becomes the slate upon which Morand may write his atavistic fantasy of a African 

American woman’s return to Africa and her subsequent (and immediate) dispersal of all 

the fetters of “civilization” under the heavy weight of her presumed natural impulses, 

coordinating her representation in such a way so as to attempt to normalize her behavior 

as an inherent primitivity of the Other. Pamela undergoes a thorough “stylization of the 

body” which serves not only to render her essentially female, but also essentially African 

(and by virtue, essentially primitive), a so-called “natural sort of being” which Morand as 

writer asserts absolute dominion over – Morand, in moving across the Americas and 

across Africa, and subsequently writing these stories, renders himself as the mobile agent 

through which these static objects may be assimilated and made into essentialized, 

exoticized figments of his imagination, regulated and controlled (or, in the case of 

Pamela, given freedom of mobility until she consciously discards that mobility in her 

atavistic return to nature). 

 This is not to say that representation must always be mired in the complications 

through which writers such as Morand chose to oppressively confine the represented 

body. For, as Butler notes, “the interior psychic space in which identifications are said to 

be preserved makes sense only if we understand that interior space as a phantasized 

locale that serves yet another psychic function” (67). That is to say, the understanding of 
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representative forces as a kind of fantasy of space (and, importantly for our discussion, a 

fantasy of bodies in movement within that imagined space) serves as an guidepost 

towards a further understanding of how we as individuals make use of these interior 

spaces of identification and representation. The work of Morand does not exist in a 

vacuum, but rather emerges within the distinct sociocultural milieu of post-World War I 

France, a nation struck by what is commonly referred to as le tumulte noir – the curious 

fascination (and infatuation) with black culture which brought about the superstardom of 

figures such as Josephine Baker. 

 Baker in particular serves as a stark reminder of the complications which arise 

when one deals with issues of representation – especially as it concerns the racial, gender, 

and sexual representation of those deemed at once on the outskirts of normative society (a 

society defined a white, male, and heterosexual) yet also deeply embroiled in that same 

society’s fascination with the Other. To speak of Baker’s performances, and indeed the 

performance of Baker herself as a kind of exoticized persona, is to recognize that 

representation cannot simply be boiled down to a matter of a agentic gazer acting upon a 

helpless object of the gaze; Baker, regardless of the intentions through which she 

performed, performed in such a way as to steep herself within the specularized, 

exoticized and sexualized role assigned to her. Within that psychic space of 

representation she emerges as an over-determined and over-designed sign of the Native, 

the African, the Other which existed so vividly in the French colonial imagination – all 

the while having next to no context for this very Otherness, being a young woman from 
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St. Louis, Missouri, having never in her life visited the colonies prior to fashioning 

herself as their icon in Paris.        

 If the case may be then that “what constitutes the limit of the body is never merely 

material, but that the surface, the skin, is systematically signified by taboos and 

anticipated transgressions,” (Butler 131) then Baker’s performances may be said to 

anticipate and even manipulate (unconsciously or no) these exact desires. Baker’s body 

becomes the sign of taboo and transgression, of the Other whose primitivity may be 

voyeuristically spied upon during her stage and screen performances, but the sheer fact of 

the artificiality of Baker’s role as native – and of the knowing representation of that 

artifice in films such as Princess Tam-Tam discussed below – speaks towards an 

ambiguity through which representation and its performance must be said to adhere to. 

The skin is no longer the purity of form, a nakedness which positions itself as the “true” 

representation of the object, for even in nakedness individuals such as Baker took on a 

kind of persona and indeed profited from the marketing of that illusion of bareness (and 

the supposed authenticity and purity of form which that bareness supposedly represents). 

 The desire for purity and authenticity also lends itself towards a desire for 

simplicity – that is, purity manifesting as a kind of surety of purpose that how one 

chooses to feel and how they subsequently act on those feelings is correct. In this case 

representation becomes a means of unification through shared purpose and a shared 

desire for this feeling of surety, as I argue is the case for revolutionary writers such as 

Frantz Fanon. Fanon, in works such as The Wretched of the Earth and Black Skin, White 

Masks, paints a picture of what I refer to as a revolutionary brotherhood – as also seen in 
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the writings of Fanon’s contemporaries such as Aimé Césaire – through which colonized 

peoples may be liberated from their colonial oppressors and may once again establish 

independence and a newfound sense of agency for themselves. That Fanon’s conception 

of revolution and the subsequent casting off of the suppressive colonial yoke should be so 

discreetly gendered – configured as a brotherhood – is vital for an understanding of how 

that conception establishes its simplicity (and thus, its surety) through representation. By 

this I mean simply this: revolution becomes characterized as distinctly and explicitly 

masculine in nature, and thus similarly the qualities by which the colonized subject is to 

be made into an agent of their own will and desires is similarly masculinized. The 

revolutionary is a brother to the cause, a part of a collective (and collectively powerful) 

brotherhood. While the reality of the situation during the insurrection in Algiers, for 

example, might point towards a vital female presence in the revolutionary efforts, the fact 

remains that the revolutionary norm is configured as male – and thus, the power which is 

attributed to that representation. 

 This power disparity, and the issues which may arise from this desire for 

simplistic surety, is illustrated in Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss, in which the 

character of Gyan, in desiring a concrete, simple to understand life for himself, becomes 

embroiled in a revolutionary fervor which separates him from his lover Sai – as well as 

the feminine (and colonial) values which Sai seems to represent within the revolutionary 

imaginary of the novel. It is a vivid illustration of what Butler refers to in the notion that 

“If every refusal is, finally, a loyalty to some other bond in the present or the past, refusal 

is simultaneously preservation as well” (49). By refusing Sai, and thus by refusing the 
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supposedly invasive femininity which she represents for his life, Gyan engrosses himself 

into a revolutionary ideology of homosocial brotherhood which can provide him with just 

that kind of bond – a representation for himself which could possibly transform him into 

a powerful and liberated agent (free of the shackles of colonialism and full of 

nationalistic pride) while also transforming Sai into a boogeyman through which the 

brotherhood may define itself as its opposite. Refusal becomes another tool in the process 

of representation, as well as another means through which someone such as Gyan may 

choose to perform their own selves, at the expense of what is refused.  

 However, once again it must be understood that this representation does not exist 

in a vacuum, that to understand the full picture of how these performances of identity 

function requires an equal understanding that there cannot be a simple binary between a 

powerful actor and passive acted upon. This stands corollary to what can be referred to as 

those deemed “socially dead,” that is to say those who are deemed a non-factor within 

contemporary understandings of society and culture – for this same victimization 

mentality pervades both, defines both in terms of how they are represented as a lack of 

something, as the case may be a lack of those qualities which come to define 

sociocultural norms. The body, both of the individual and of the supposed “collective 

identity” of a people, becomes naturalized as a result of “taboos that render the body 

discrete by virtue of its stable boundaries,” (Butler 133) and in the case of being deemed 

socially dead those boundaries manifest in terms of some kind of distancing of that body 

from modern mainstream society. The example discussed below of Native Americans and 

other such indigenous peoples is a powerful one here, in that it would seem to be the 
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implicit understanding of many that these cultures and these peoples are rendered as 

definitively “historic” – which is to say, fossilized, as belonging to a bygone past that has 

since been surpassed and moved on from.  

 To be a fossil is to be made wholly sedimentary and non-mobile, in a kind of 

ultimate realization of Morand’s desire for the constriction of the exotic and the Other; 

the fossil cannot move, just as it seemingly cannot move away from its position as the 

bearer of a historicized past – a past which has no direct bearing on the present, but what 

the present chooses to make of it in examining that fossil with curiosity. It is with this 

vein in mind that I believe dg nanouk okpik wrote corpse whale, a collection of poetry 

which in a certain sense exalts the fossilized by freeing it from the confines of this 

Western worldview of linear and progressive time. Representation ceases to be a 

continuous flow from one point to the next, a progressive chain of events that signals 

advancement over the “primitive” or “archaic” past, but rather is transformed into a 

complex interweave by which the past both constitutes the present, and becomes the 

future which the present awaits. okpik utilizes Iñupiat culture and identity, not as a 

historical record but as a living and breathing entity, a persistent performance that at once 

celebrates the earth and does not condemn it to being a mere fossil record of a forgotten 

or “dead” past.  

 Just as Judith Butler can conclude that “the various acts of gender create the idea 

of gender, and without those acts, there would be no gender at all,” (140) so too might we 

extent this train of thought across a spectrum of concepts – that performance serves as an 

underlying principle by which people come to understand representations and how those 



xiii 
 

representations map onto others, without which such representation may prove 

impossible. The performance constitutes what it initially seems to serve as performing in 

the first place, in a way that masks the arbitrariness and artificiality of that initial act of 

representation. We may then begin to look upon representation as highly malleable, 

capable of both enforcement of norms and their subversion, of the celebration of identity 

and its hindrance by normative constraints and social mores, and all the various 

perspective which lay in-between these extremes. The performances of gender, race, 

ethnicity, and cultural heritage all come to constitute their own reality, rather than that 

reality necessarily dictating those performances a priori, and it is through that lens that I 

now look further into these various performative acts.  
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Capturing the Exotic: Mobility and Performance in Paul Morand’s 

“Good-Bye, New York!” and Josephine Baker’s Princess Tam-Tam 

 

 Movement, so far as it is conceptualized within colonialist discourse and doctrine, 

becomes synonymous with the free exercise of power of the colonizer over the colonized. 

It is the will of the colonial power to chart its ways across colonized lands, be it to bring 

“civilization” and salvation to the dark corners of the earth or to condemn those lands and 

the people inhabiting them as hopeless projects. In either case agency becomes 

conditioned within colonial literature to be expressly a matter of Western resources and 

ingenuity over and against a sedimentary Other – that is, an Other with no hope of 

reprisal, hopelessly entrenched as they are within the landscape and the primitivity 

implied by this connection to the land they inhabit. The Other is effectively captured, 

made reducible to their base components: the land on which they live and cannot escape 

from, a lens through which the highly mobile (and thus highly agentic) Westerner may 

then be comfortably set in contrast.   

 As will be elaborated on, this sedimentary nature is further conflated with a 

gendering of the Other, rendering the colonized pliable in their exoticized and eroticized 

state of being; the feminine Other is sedimentary and stationary, which at once permits 

the fantasy of the colonized as atavistically trapped in space and time, forever a part of a 

distant past in an ancient land, while also allowing for a conflation of the land and its 
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people as discursively feminized and thus open to the power fantasy of masculinized 

colonial conquest. As Anne Anlin Cheng notes in “Josephine Baker: Psychoanalysis and 

the Colonial Fetish,” the primitivity assigned to colonized subjects essentially becomes a 

screen for the “conflation of barbarism and rejuvenation” which “spells out exactly how 

the exotic and the primitive provided the screen onto which European at the end of the fin 

de siècle projected desire, escape, and anxiety” (110, emphasis in original). Authors such 

as Paul Morand, living at the turning point following the end of the century and having 

experienced a war to end all wars, come to impose their selves and the multifaceted 

modes of their desire and repulsion onto the captured colonized subject – who, as a figure 

of unchanging primitivity, is contrasted with the seemingly unlimited capacity of the 

Westerner for movement across these borders and within the realm of freely expressed 

and acted upon colonial desire.      

 Chinua Achebe provides one such example of how this narrative extends outward 

from the fin de siècle mindset and onto the colonial imaginary writ large. In An Image of 

Africa, one is positioned to look critically towards Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness in 

terms of Conrad’s role as a “purveyor of comforting myths,” the novel in this conception 

an endless repetition of silence and frenzy which ultimately serves to paint Africa as “the 

other world” which is “the antithesis of Europe and therefore of civilization” (Achebe). 

Any kind of discourse which could grant nuance to this perspective is subsumed under 

that dichotomy of silence against frenzy, the African subject not even being provided 

unless necessary a voice with which to lash out against this projection of darkness and 

animalism onto their land and their bodies. As Achebe goes on to note, this myth of 
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uncivilized, primal inferiority is comforting exactly in this sense that both Africa and its 

people become caged by the definitions imposed upon them by authors such as Conrad in 

rendering them within prose: “For Conrad, things (and persons) being in their place is of 

the utmost importance” (Achebe). It can thus be said that, based on Achebe’s reading of 

Conrad, there came to exist within the European perception of Africa an emphasis on 

place, on the locality of both the African and the European in relation to the African.  

Locality, where one exists and how one comes to be defined socially, culturally, 

and materially in terms of that placement, becomes just as paramount as the capacity for 

speech – for both speech and place can ultimately trace their roots to a sense of agency, 

an agency which Achebe sees denied which Conrad’s work in its negation of not only the 

African subject’s ability to coherently speak but of the relegation of the African 

landscape and body to foils of an ideal, “civilized” European land and body. For Conrad 

and his contemporaries the earth of Africa – and by extension the bodies which populated 

that earth – “seemed unearthly. We are accustomed to look upon the shackled form of a 

conquered monster, but there – there you could look at a thing monstrous and free.” 

(1785, quoting Conrad) That the monster is to be principally conceived as “shackled,” 

that Africa and Africans are to be defined by the inability to move implied by such an 

association, is to say that within the European-imposed dichotomy of civilized and 

uncivilized there exists an undercurrent of mobility and the freedom of agency that such 

mobility indicates.  

This immobilization can be further contextualized within a colonial lens, 

becoming a sub-set of what Jennifer Anne Boittin has referred to as “the burden of being 
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viewed as Other.” (123) In formulations like those of Conrad, and more generally the 

prevailing attitudes of the colonizer which can be attributed to the imperial nations during 

this period of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the African is not simply 

labeled as different from the European, but different in such a way that prohibits their 

sense of agency. The colonized is the one who is viewed, not the viewer, caged by the 

mediated gaze of the colonizer which perceives and judges the body of the colonized, a 

formulation which is especially important when considering how the bodies of black 

women are subject to this gaze. For there exists almost a double bind at play in how the 

black woman is perceived, the gaze lingering on both her status as a woman and her skin 

color marking her as something Other from the white norm – leading to a doubled 

specularization of her body, as part of the mediated gaze of the colonial agent.  

 Furthermore, as Boittin notes, writers such as Jane Nardal “noted the contrast 

between black women like her who were present in Paris for their education and those 

who were on display, either as African villagers at expositions, or, like the African-

American singer, dancer, and actress Josephine Baker, as performers.” (123) Blackness 

becomes an eroticized and exotic sign, something to be put on display, with all the 

connotations of restriction and imprisonment that such would entail, with black women 

thus being defined as subjects “whose skin and sex automatically placed her within the 

realm of the spectacle.” (Boittin 126) So while Nardal wishes to distance herself from 

this mediated gaze, her intellectual status providing a means of dissociation from the likes 

of the village expositions and Baker and thus from the scrutiny of the colonial eye, it 

would seem hard fought to deny that even within the privileged, educated elites there 
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would exist no trace of exotification – for as I argue this exoticism extends into the 

cultural imaginary, part and parcel of a desire for envisioning the Other as primitive and 

thoroughly unlike oneself.  

Spectatorship then becomes a privileged factor of European existence, insofar as 

it is determined as a primary means through which the European can navigate the 

perceived divide between the civilized and uncivilized, the modern and primal, white and 

black, Europe and Africa. As such the colonized can be said to be “fixed, because the 

colonizer does the fixing, and the ‘thingification’ of the colonized is dialectically linked 

to the transcendent/master consciousness of the colonizers” (Yancy 1-2). That is, one way 

in which the colonizer is able to exert control and dominance over the colonized is 

through granting the colonizer the privilege of this signifying function of the gaze. Be it 

through watching performers such as Josephine Baker dance on stage, visiting an exhibit 

of an artificially created yet purportedly “authentic” African village, or reading a book 

which describes the so-called inner workings of the African continent and its peoples, the 

role of the colonizer as that master consciousness is brought about through this creation 

of the colonized as an object of display and spectacle.  

It was a spectacle obtained through a “European gaze” which was “able to discern 

with ‘clarity’ and ‘accuracy’ the ‘truth’ about certain human bodies” (Yancy 2), the black 

female body in particular being constructed in white European as inhabiting “a social and 

discursive discourse within which she is constantly named, always already interpellated.” 

(Yancy 9, emphasis in original) In other words, the black female body is offered no 

agency, always under the scrutiny of the desiring colonial gaze as an exotic object and 
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denied its right to define and name itself, essentially creating a microcosm of Achebe’s 

silencing of Africa and African within the sexual and racial constraints placed upon the 

black female body in its naming and localizing. While George Yancy specifically focuses 

in on this phenomenon as it applies to eighteenth century French culture – and to the 

Hottentot Venus which “became the other through which the French gazers could 

measure their own humanity and superiority” (10) – this restricting exoticism can be 

applied more generally across the spectrum of French colonial responses across history, 

extending in this particular case to Interwar France which author Paul Morand found 

himself intertwined.     

Paul Morand, in the preamble to this 1928 short story anthology Black Magic, 

describes his interaction with black culture as appropriated within the post-war French 

setting: “In the post-War bars. So sublime, so heartrending, are the accents of jazz, that 

we all realize that a new form is needed for our mode of feeling. But the basis of it all? 

Sooner or later, I tell myself, we shall have to response to this summons from the 

darkness, and go out to see what lies behind this overweening melancholy that calls from 

the saxophones.” (v-vi) Morand takes up the vocabulary of his contemporaries, of Conrad 

in particular, in describing the inscrutable darkness which seems to emanate from jazz, 

modes of discourse which are unknown and thus which must be made known through 

exploration of “what lies behind.” In essence it is a part of what Brett Berliner refers to as 

the “tumult noir,” a “period of negrophilism” which was “culturally rejuvenating, 

breathing new life into an exhausted people.” (323) Jazz became for those such as 

Morand an injection of new blood into French culture, something to be appropriated and 
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conquered as but one part of a greater black culture – a culture which in this conception 

does not stand on its own, for it only gathers meaning as it applies to how it can energize 

a war-weary France, how it can be brought out of the darkness and into the light of the 

“civility” which Eurocentric superiority grabbed hold of. 

Africa and Africans thus come to be vessels through which French culture could 

experience a vitalization and rejuvenation, a mechanism through which “they were 

simultaneously hypervisible and disappeared, spectacularly present and not seen.” 

(Thompson 28) That is, while the African subject was intensely placed within one’s gaze, 

objectified as an exotic, uncivilized Other which could remedy the overcivilization of 

contemporary French society, there nevertheless existed a sense of unrealism to this 

portrayal; the desired objects of the primal and beastly Africa and the equally primal 

black body were in full view, but these images negated and made invisible the actual 

appearance of these objects. They became conceptions defined not in and of themselves, 

but in relation to the differences which were purportedly present between them and the 

normative French culture, with those differences then exaggerated and honed in on for 

the sake of that exoticism.  

This exoticism then becomes a matter of mastery, a mastery over space and the 

bodies which occupy that space, which Morand highlights nicely in his preamble in 

describing his journey: “30,000 miles. 28 Negro countries.” (vi) Morand has exerted 

power and agency over his environment in his ability to effectively maneuver through it, 

to drift in and out of that “primitive darkness”, a “politics of location” which exists “in 

‘foreign’ sites within ‘the transnational routes of empire’” in the creation of “imperial 
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subjectivity” (Grewal 391, quoting Kaplan 61). In effect, these countries are defined by 

their fixity in place and in time; they are the primitive darkness of the unknown and 

unseen regions of the world, transfixed in place and bereft of civilizing influences (i.e. 

the direct intermediation of European forces). Regardless of how historically true such a 

conception is, given the great deal of subjection placed upon Africa by European colonial 

powers, the myth of the unchanging wilderness remains strong – for it is within that fixity 

that imperial subjectivity can impress itself upon the land, granting people such as 

Morand the power and the agency to freely move within these spaces (whereas the 

peoples and places, in their supposed primitivism, are forever stuck in that primal state).  

As a purveyor of the exotic darkness of primitivism, Morand establishes his 

expertise and grabs hold of the agency which comes from it in fashioning a narrative of 

travel through these landscapes – landscapes which in their static nature are open to 

display, free to be conquered by this European desire for exoticism which is fluid in its 

ability to travel along these transnational routes. In 30,000 miles and 28 Negro countries 

(defined by Morand as countries with a significant black population), Morand creates for 

himself a meaningful space with which to make erotic and exotic, a foreign darkness 

which through his extensive travels he can shed the light of civilization on, putting these 

“Negro countries” on display for the pleasure of his French audience in their Otherness 

and in their capacity to be made into exotic objects of affection and desire. 

Morand’s short story “Good-Bye, New York!” begins with an invocation of this 

exoticism as it was created pictorially, as a sign of otherness meant to allure: “Through 

the icy fog, a yellow poster of the gate of Pier 61 attracted the eye like a sun. A Zulu in 
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rotogravure, with a head-dress of ostrich plumes, was dancing and brandishing a goat-

skin shield.” (139) This depiction of the savage native, the spectacle of primitivism which 

is promised in the cruise being advertised, comes to represent what Petrine Archer-Straw 

sees as “photography’s facilitation of exoticism, its rituals of fancy dress, its heightening 

of racial and gender differences, its ability to create and capture the subaltern and the 

transgressive” (26-27, emphasis mine). While not a photograph per se, the Zulu on the 

poster nevertheless becomes captured by the very act of creating the poster, trapped 

within the confines of a sign system which seeks to label him as deviant and strange. The 

poster becomes analogous to the photograph, both measures of capturing a moment in 

time (or in this case, a person as visibly subaltern), a sneak peek into the dark world of 

the Other which is promised by this trip of “28,000 miles in 97 days” into “darkest 

Africa” (Morand 139). Mobility serves then as a major component of agency, the ability 

to traverse these sign systems in free movement from the so-called civilized to 

uncivilized worlds, as set apart from the statically enforced capture of the Zulu and 

Africa as mere sites to be seen on the journey.  

The protagonist of the short story, Pamela Freeman, is initially defined by this 

sense of mobility and agency; she is well-off, capable of making this expensive excursion 

and blending in with the high society of the Mammoth, but all throughout Morand does 

not wish to avert his gaze to her existence as a black woman, even if she herself wishes 

this were so: “Her daughter is travelling, no doubt, to forget… her colour.” (149) Travel 

then becomes a means for Pamela to negate blackness, signaling that this movement in 

some way stands antithetical to blackness in Morand’s racial ideology – for to be black 
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here is to be the Zulu of the poster, trapped in space as an object to be made spectacle of, 

your body not your own but under the ownership of countless others who take delight in 

their gaze upon the exotic. Pamela looks to erase her past, her existence as a mulatto, 

because such signs existed within a multiculturalism which was “to assume that there are 

pure cultures that are somehow discrete from each other” (Prashad 257) and which “often 

operated under the assumption that difference could be visually manifest or performed” 

(Thompson 17); that is, such multiculturalism engendered this brand of exoticism, of 

defining the subject as an exotic object different from the norm of white European 

existence, a difference which is made into spectacle through its performance as being 

physiologically and culturally evident. 

In spite of Pamela’s efforts to distance herself from her body, from her skin color 

which is presented as almost hidden under a veneer of civilization, Morand nevertheless 

instills her with this exoticism through the mediated gaze of his narrative voice: “She 

opened very red lips in a death-pale face; exotic eyes gleamed behind the short veil that 

covered the top part of her features.” (141) While her face is death-pale, described 

elsewhere as “colourless,” (143) what initially seems to be an effective negation of her 

blackness is betrayed by her “exotic eyes” in spite of their being veiled. As Lisa Lowe 

has previously noted in her discussion of Orientalism in the eighteenth century, this exists 

under the umbrella of the means of “both eroticizing and materializing the oriental 

human, of simulating a progression that chars her movement from being a distanced 

erotic image to being an immediate and particularized anatomy, under the mastering gaze 

of the narrator-observer.” (87) This is to say that the narrator becomes master over this 
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voyeuristic scene of revelation, of maneuvering past the civilized front Pamela Freeman 

puts up in order to more succinctly display her true exoticism – her exotic eyes come 

under the purview of the narrator and his audience, the defenses put up by Pamela useless 

and leaving her as that static object of desire to be gazed upon. 

Thus even before being stranded on the Ivory Coast by a trick played upon her, 

before emerging atavistically as a black body untethered to civilized society in “going 

back into the womb of Africa” where she was no longer “worth three million dollars: she 

was worth three oxen, like the other women” (Morand 173), there exists hinted within her 

visual depiction a sign of the atavism which for Morand is inherent within her as a black 

woman. Even under “disguise” as a white woman, she exists as a spectacle, as when 

young gentleman and romantic interest Lorraine Applejack “saw in her eyes that she was 

holding herself in, to keep herself from howling aloud like a dog.” (Morand 144) The 

eyes once again serve as a mirror of the true reality as Morand’s narrator sees it, of the 

atavistic return of primal animalism which appears barely kept in check by the prim and 

proper dictates of American high society which wage war within the body of Pamela – a 

war which eventually finds the atavistic as its victor, with Pamela shedding both her 

veneer of civilization and her clothing in embracing her status as an exotic and erotic 

object for the voyeur’s pleasure. 

Pamela’s shackles, to briefly return to Conrad’s metaphor, can thus be said to be 

Africa itself. She becomes part of the multitude of Africa, the primordial and rudimentary 

souls which the likes of Conrad and Morand grasp onto, becoming a part of the static 

dream of the mediated European gaze which is hinted at earlier in the short story: 



12 
 

“Having offered this satisfaction to the blond races, [Lorraine Applejack] fell asleep 

thinking of the women he would be seeing, black and naked” (Morand 153). Pamela, in 

her transformation into the naked black woman which she was seemingly always meant 

to be in spite of her pretensions otherwise, becomes what Joelle Neulander has termed 

“the moderated exotic.” (328) That is, her Otherness becomes confined to the Ivory 

Coast, never to make her return trip to “civilization,” and as such becomes a part of a 

scene of the colonies which “had to penetrate into, but not alter or degrade, the French 

home.” (313) In her immobility Paula can be gazed upon, her audience deriving pleasure 

from her eventual savagery and the eroticism embedded within, without fear of that 

savagery invading – for in the end she is simply words on a page, her body to be 

consumed by the voracious reader.   

A hierarchy of power is established within the exotic which “references the 

unfamiliar and exciting in a way that is decorative, edgy, but ultimately nonthreatening.” 

(Archer-Straw 27) The European male is granted power and agency through his ability to 

maneuver this exotic foreign spaces, be it physically through actual travel or mentally 

through depictions such as Morand’s Black Magic of the “reality” the authors saw in 

moving throughout these landscapes. Meanwhile, the Other, in this case the black female 

as represented through Pamela Freeman, can only become a part of that landscape which 

is to be admired and desired. For Pamela “A certain languor tied her to the soil, merged 

her with the air” (Morand 158) until at last she becomes wholly a part of Africa, 

dislodging herself from her position as “the white woman for whom a show is being 

staged.” (171) Such is not her allotment, for she is to exist as the show itself, a safely 
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confined erotic and exotic object for the visual predilections of French colonial 

sensibility. She becomes as essentially silenced as Conrad’s Africa, devolving into the 

naked black woman who can be gazed upon but can never herself gaze, for to grant her 

that kind of power would be to potentially let the exotic Other truly penetrate French 

culture, “degrading” it irrevocably.    

Broadly speaking, Morand positions himself and his specular narrative within the 

historical framework of post-World War I France, a time which saw the rise of 

performers such as Josephine Baker in le temulte noir – the influx of black cultural 

artifacts into French, and particularly Parisian, life. If, as Mae G. Henderson notes, “in 

the European imaginary, it was the black female body that was not only associated with 

the feminizing of Africa, but also often figured as an object of colonial desire,” (108, 

emphasis in original) then it is important to contextualize how that desire was received. 

In the case of Paul Morand, it would appear that such a cultural phenomenon, sweeping 

across the streets of Paris and into its clubs, would have been met with a degree of 

apprehension – the black body flowing freely, a body in movement (if only for the sake 

of the audience partaking in the colonial gaze).  

Pamela Freeman becomes a response to this freedom of movement which could 

threaten the stability of borders, which if left unchecked could swallow the French up in 

le temulte noir and leave them second guessing the fixity of Africa and the black body in 

space. Pamela must say goodbye to “civilization,” must embrace the atavistic and the 

primitive in shedding her clothing and escaping into the wilds. For not doing so would 

mean granting the black body a degree of agency, the ability to travel across borderlands 
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and transfix the white imagination, not content with staying in one place and no longer 

fully captive within the colonial picture of static, ancient Africa.   

That Moran would write of such a bleakly sensationalized picture of inherent 

atavism and primitivity speaks towards a sort of inherent tension present within the act of 

the colonized writing about the Other, especially if, as is the case with le tumulte noir, the 

Other is made intensely desirable, the exoticism which it represents a remedy to the 

stagnation of “civilized” society and a culture shock to wake Europe up from its stupor 

following the atrocities of World War I. In a word, then, the Other is made fashionable; 

which is to say, the Other seeps out of the distant colonies, out from darkest Africa and 

the colonial imaginary which composed fictive representations of these figures, and 

comes into the spotlight in Paris. As such, when the reader sees Morand “portray a 

unified black world ultimately determined by its atavism – the susceptibility of even the 

most seemingly civilized and modern black subject to revert at any moment to his or her 

‘essential’ primitive nature,” (Edwards 163-164, emphasis in original) this portrayal must 

be put into the context of a world in which the periphery of the colonized Other has 

suddenly become immensely mobile – indeed, has become enough of a cultural 

phenomenon to warrant the writing of such sensational works as Black Magic.    

Morand did not simply write out of a desire to exert control over a fictive Other, 

snatching away their mobility and condemning them to a static past in the name of an 

gloriously atavistic return to nature. This sense of agency over the Other comprised a 

great part of the work, as exemplified by the focus on travel both in individual stories 

such as “Good-Bye, New York!” as well as in the anthology as a whole symbolizing 
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Morand’s command over the seaways which he traveled (command of which allowed 

him to write on those static locales in the first place), but this desire for agency must be 

qualified through an understanding of the degree to which – for as much of the anthology 

was transatlantic in its scope – so too was it defined by the Parisian world which Morand 

found himself immersed in. Brent Edwards, noting in The Practice of Diaspora that 

writers such as Morand picked up on “the metonymic culture of the Parisian stage and 

dance hall” (165) in addition to older narrative forms of the exoticized Other, opens the 

discussion to the sheer degree of interplay at hand in the very act of writing something 

like Black Magic. Namely, it points towards the notion that, just as Morand looked to 

transfix the black subject through his work into a static position set against his own 

powerful mobility, so too was Morand hopelessly transfixed by the culture of le tumulte 

noir which surrounded him as a Parisian writer.  

This is to say that, at least to a certain degree, Black Magic may be seen as a 

distinctly reactionary work, a reaction to a French world engulfed by an influx of black 

culture (however exoticized and sensationalized that culture may have been in making the 

transition) that looks to reclaim that mobility from out of the hands of the colonized. The 

words of Pauline Nardal, as paraphrased by Edwards, are particularly enlightening on that 

matter. Nardal, in reviewing Black Magic (or, more precisely, in addressing alongside 

many of her contemporaries the sensationalist prose deployed by Morand in painting a 

picture of the black subject as inherently primitive), “notes that Morand was known to 

‘haunt’ the Bal Négre on the me Blomet, the Antillean dance hall featuring beguine that 

in the late 1920s became an attraction to Parisian society as fashionable as the Cotton 
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Club in Harlem” (Edwards 169). Morand, for all his transatlantic forays, finds himself 

rooted through this haunting of the Bal Négre at a point which coincides with the 

publishing of Black Magic, transfixed by the exotic dances which were put on display 

and made fashionable there. 

Performance thus becomes a key part of understanding this complex nexus of 

agency and mobility which was engendered throughout the post-war period in France and 

came to the foray in these very dance halls which Edwards mentions. These were the 

dance halls of the likes of Josephine Baker and Ada “Bricktop” Smith within whom 

contemporary French artists of the era “discovered… a means to renovate and extent the 

doudou image” (Edwards 169). That is, it is in these figures and the dances which they 

brought out of the colonial periphery and onto the grand stages of Paris that the interplay 

between colonizer and colonized, and thus between the active colonial power and the 

static, primitively rooted Other becomes staged. The doudou, the expression of the 

exoticized sexuality of the colonized, is remapped onto these new locales such as the 

Antillean dance hall, in a process which Morand was no doubt not only aware of but 

actively participating in as per his desire for control over that Other through the mastery 

of its global circulation. 

In that sense one might be able to consider these dance halls as more than just 

spaces for the colonial gaze to occupy, as more than the sum total of colonial exploitation 

of a colonized subject-turned-object placed onto the stage so as to satiate the specularized 

desire for the Other. One can move past the idea, exemplified by the writings of Morand 

as per his desire to quell the rushing tide of black culture’s hold on the Parisian imaginary 
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and lamented by those such as Nardal, that “The black woman is left in a conundrum: for 

the ‘aesthetic pleasure of Paul Morand and company,’ she is a ‘puppet’ (pantin) 

consumed in a sauce putatively both idealist (‘the vast maternity of the African 

continent’) and realist (her essential atavism)” (Edwards 170, emphasis in original). 

While there is much to be said about the status of the black female performer as puppet, 

and the subsequent usage of that figure in further sensationalizing of that atavistic 

performance through prose, it is important to note that these performances were 

impressed onto Morand to such an extent that he deemed it necessary to try to quell this 

mobility (or, at least, to reassert his dominance through a reassertion of his right to free 

movement across the colonial space).  

Putting Paul Morand into conversation with performers such as Josephine Baker 

thus involves a recognition that, for as much as Morand looked to confine the figure of 

the black body, that confinement was ultimately rooted in almost a kind of paranoia 

towards that body – that the black body may in some way escape the boundaries which it 

was assigned, and further that it may elude the capture which Morand so thoroughly 

detailed in his short stories. If “Good-Bye, New York!” demonstrates the static portrayal 

of the essentialist qualities proscribed to the black body, then one might consider 

Josephine Baker as an exemplar of just the opposite: that the black body can exist within 

a more liminal space, and that it becomes a matter of performance to actually constitute 

how one is to see and understand that body, rather than performance being an indicator of 

what was always already there in the first place. 
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First, however, it is important to place Josephine Baker into context, particularly 

in regards to the reception which these kinds of performances engendered for her 

audiences. Baker, almost from the moment of bursting into French popular consciousness 

in 1925 with her role in La revue nègre, became “an iconic international figure, la 

Joséphine or la Baker, moving through the transatlantic cultural circuits that helped 

define popular female stage and screen performers in the early twentieth century” 

(Scheper 74). That this iconic superstardom, and indeed the mobility which this stardom 

permitted, manifests through the colonial specularization and exotification of the black 

body as Other has proven deeply polarizing, especially for those who wish to understand 

what exactly to make of Josephine Baker as a performer and how to position her within 

the range of le tumulte noir’s impact on French culture.  

On the one hand rests writers such as Mae G. Henderson, who notes that “it was 

the Baker body that became the site of the uncharted terrain to be explored, tamed, and 

conquered each evening in the French colonial imagination” (108). That is, Baker’s 

performances as the exoticized native engage in a willing commodification of her body as 

Other, an offering to the mediated white gaze and accommodating to the colonial 

narrative of the black body as spectacle. So too are there those who wish to “rescue” 

Baker, or otherwise elevate her through claims to pastiche, parody, or other acts of 

resistance towards colonial power, her performances emerging as “a political technique” 

to “assemble colony and colonial, metropole and periphery, in such a way as to subvert or 

utterly confuse the spatial certainties of geography or the racial certainties of history” 

(Guterl 27). Intentionality becomes the key to “unlocking” the secrets of Baker, within a 
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matrix where she must be either abettor to the colonial subjugation of the black body or a 

revolutionary looking to subvert the colonial institution from within. 

As it stands, a good deal of scholarship has gone into “the issue of Baker’s 

agency” which “invariably becomes mythologized in order to rescue her from the 

denigrating history that she is seen to unavoidably represent” (Cheng Second Skin 4). The 

history of the colonial gaze is a history which turns the body of the colonized into the 

fetish, the exotic object upon which the signifying economy of European desire may be 

imposed. This must seemingly be reckoned with if one is to consider Josephine Baker as 

anything more than a willing (or willingly ignorant) instigator of her own objectification 

within the colonialist imaginary – almost naked save for a string of bananas tied together 

as a makeshift skirt, at once celebrated and denigrated as the exemplar of revivifying 

primitivism in an age of increasingly stifling “civilized” modernity. Yet must this 

unavoidably be the case when discussing Baker and her work? What does it mean to 

consider her performances outside of the scope of pure intentionality, more specifically to 

consider what it means for Baker to have taken on the persona of the colonized body at 

all? By this I mean to say that a simple truism must be taken into the equation: Josephine 

Baker, for all the costumes she wore and the performances which even in nakedness she 

“wore like a sheath” (Cheng Second Skin 1), was not from the lands which she served as 

a fetishized emblem of. From the very outset of her performative career, Baker erected an 

artificiality for her own benefit, as a woman from St. Louis, Missouri who traveled to 

Paris and became a cultural sensation under the guise of Africa and the colonies.  
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To analyze Baker’s performances, such as in the 1935 film Princess Tam-Tam 

discussed below, it is important to first understand just how sensationalized Baker’s 

persona was, as well as to ask ourselves, as Anne Cheng does, “When we turn to an over-

exposed and over-determined figure like Baker, are we in fact seeing what we think we 

are seeing?” (Second Skin 7) To say that Baker is over-exposed and over-determined is to 

recognize a degree of sly recognition in how she carried herself in performing a specific 

exoticized persona: the European eye, in both engaging with Baker as captivated 

audience yet also distancing itself from the affair in a kind of fantasy of the voyeur 

looking in on a scene of primitivity, does so under the direction of an exhibition which 

would seem to purposefully inflate and make ridiculous the racial and sexual differences 

marked by the exotic black female body. In other words, when one watched Josephine 

Baker perform, one entered into almost a contract with Baker in understanding the act as 

artificial and thus ridiculous in its artificiality, to where “We are beholding a promise of 

erotic materiality that is self-consciously inorganic” (Cheng Second Skin 114). Baker is 

transformed through her exhibitionism into a symbol conflating her body with that of 

darkest Africa and the colonies beyond, while at the same time that symbol exposes itself 

as a purposefully inorganic and unreal spectacle.  

Part of what makes Josephine Baker so desirable in this conception, and what 

factors into her emergent superstardom in post-war France, is that idea of authenticity as 

it is played out in the song and dance of the cabaret. In essence, one comes to an 

understanding that “What was perceived by critics to be the savagery and primitivism of 

the performance was, in fact, fashioned largely according to French notions of what 
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constituted ‘authentic’ blackness, constructions that were virtually synonymous with the 

French notion of primitivism” (Henderson 122). This is not just to say that Baker was 

working within the colonialist system and making use of its racialized markers of 

primitivity, whether it be to accede to its whims or overcome those whims through 

subversive play, but rather to highlight the irony in which an individual completely 

outside the system of colonial circulation came to so thoroughly define its avenues of lust 

towards the Other. This is an Other which, as someone born and raised in the United 

States, Baker would have had little context for and even less contact with. Baker’s 

transatlantic performance thus comes to be understood not as the colonized subject turned 

object working within the channels of European cultural consumption, but as the 

Midwestern American subject whose body became veiled under the persona of “Queen of 

the Colonies”.  

This persona stands at odds with what Jeanne Scheper refers to as Josephine 

Baker’s prototypical “diva politics,” the mechanics of which were indicative of “a time 

when public performances of the ‘private’ self coalesced as obligatory  and defining 

elements of female stardom” (76). For as we see here Baker’s so-called “private self” 

seems tinted with an inescapable degree of surreality, that as the designated “Queen of 

the Colonies” Baker was the inheritor of a milieu of cultural artifacts which served only 

to obfuscate the reality that was the young woman from St. Louis. Even at the point 

where that persona would seem to be laid most bare, that is to say through Baker’s nudity 

during performances, there is a sense of a layer which yet remains to be stripped away, by 

which the skin thus serves as “a threshold, a point of contact, a site of intersubjective 
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encounter, between the inner and outer self and between the self and the other” (Stephens 

2-3) and that “shows, that reveals, the marking of the symbolic order on its skin” 

(Stephens 3). What may have been construed as the undeniably visible marker of 

primitivity, of naked black skin and all the signifiers which came to be transposed onto it 

by the colonial gaze, becomes invariably muddled by the very recognition of the artifice 

of that act of gazing and forcing meaning through that gaze – exemplified by none better 

than the American starlet whose very Americanness ridiculed and made ridiculous her 

status as the quintessential exotic Other. 

Indeed, if the case may be that, as Mary Kelly notes, “Baker’s dark skin marked 

her as the bearer of some perceived essential or ‘authentic’ blackness” that was then 

“read as visible ‘evidence’ of her perceived primitive qualities,” (120) it becomes 

possible from the perspective of Baker as artifice that the scopic lens may be turned 

inward – which is to say, that what becomes the object of the gaze is no longer strictly 

Baker herself, nor the dark skin which is transposed with all manner of notions of 

primitivity and atavism, but rather the audience itself becomes reflected in its own manic 

obsession towards the performative black body. That obsession with the veneer of 

authenticity, or what can be more specifically described within a “larger philosophic and 

aesthetic debate about, and desire for, the ‘pure surface’ that crystallized in the early 

twentieth century” (Cheng Second Skin 13) and which led to what may be termed a 

“fetishization of bareness” (Cheng Second Skin 35). Authenticity became inseparable 

from notions of nakedness as absolute truth within the French colonial schema, with 

nakedness serving in its primitive purity as a triumph over overdesigned, overelaborate, 
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and over-civilized confines of the modern European landscape – and the locus of this 

mania became individuals such as Baker, who could come to take this nakedness as their 

own, and who could in turn transform themselves into symbols of an erotic and exotic 

“pure surface”. 

This concept of the pure surface brings up issues of essentialization, insofar as the 

pure surface is that which is deemed completely free of artifice, a natural simplicity 

which may be freely consumed by a mass market – in this case, by a postwar France 

which saw in that supposed simplicity of the native Other a means of ridding itself of the 

restrictive vestiges of modernity and “civilization”. The black body is thus seen as a pure 

surface insofar as it is seen as adhering to the qualities assigned to it by the colonial 

imaginary: its rootedness in place, its barbarity, its alluring exoticism, and so forth. All of 

these various facets of the pure surface speak towards the idea that what one sees is 

absolutely what one gets – that is, the colonized body is laid open and bare, a display of 

absolute simplicity of form and of meaning in a world otherwise dominated by the 

artifice of civilized society.  

By that token the pure surface, at least as Cheng defines it, is precipitated by the 

actions of those such as Paul Moran who look to constrict and cage the Other in time and 

space; for the illusion of absolute bareness, of an essential and simplistic primitivity of 

the native, is predicated upon the capacity of the colonizer to imagine these bodies in 

such a way. One is taught that the Other is unlike oneself, in many cases (and as the case 

may be in colonial France) in that the Other is savage and bereft of the nurturing 

influence of civilization, which in turn becomes the measure through which those exact 
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qualities are then imposed back onto the Other as a sort of vindictive process – the black 

body becomes celebrated and applauded for its turn away from the stagnation impressed 

upon civil society, as per the insistence of that body’s inherent and essential atavism, so 

as to facilitate the means through which that atavistic quality is to be regarded as essential 

in the first place for the populace at large. Bareness is turned into the sign of savagery, 

and savagery in turn transfixed as an inherent quality of the black performative body as 

novel spectacle, so that what is deemed “pure” is impressed with the countless signifiers 

of the primitive (and of the Other as primitive by nature).   

In spite of all this, this is not to say that in taking on this transformation that Baker 

must have been wholly subsumed within the greater system of the colonial appetite for 

the novel, nor that her performances were purely a means through which “the audiences 

could achieve a sense of conquest while maintaining a ‘safe’ distance from the alluring 

yet threatening primitivism which supposedly marked the ‘dark continent’ and its 

natives” (Kelly 120). For this presumed conquest of Baker on-stage and on-screen 

presupposes a degree of authenticity and purity to the persona which Baker took on; 

which, as may already be clear, is hardly the case, given the sheer artificiality through 

which African American Baker appropriated the guise of the native. Nor must it be 

assumed that this act of gazing was done entirely in ignorance, that the audience 

experienced Baker’s performances under the assumption of partaking in an absolutely 

authentic experience of the Other. The line between reality and surreality, and between 

the authentic pure surface and the artificial, becomes hopelessly muddled when we factor 

in the idea that Baker’s body in performance “becomes a question in suspension, a 
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question purposefully unanswered” (Groo 32) which lies “between the melodramatic 

imagination and the extra-diegetic realities of colonialism and transnational stardom” 

(Groo 9) which Baker found herself transfixed in – particular as it relates to her cinematic 

portrayals of difference and exoticism.  

The 1935 film Princess Tam-Tam is especially relevant in how it illustrates the 

scale by which artifice becomes dramatically staged in Baker’s racially and sexually-

charged performances, as is hinted at by Elizabeth Coffman is noting that Baker’s 

character Alwina does not “experience the uncanny, but rather… become[s] it” (391). 

The uncanny, as I conceive it here, is represent in the manifold ways in which Baker as 

an individual is utterly divorced from Baker as a cinematic persona: Baker, an African 

American from Missouri, plays the role of Alwina, a Tunisian street urchin who – in a 

dream sequence which extends throughout the whole of the second half of the film – is 

transformed in a Pygmalion plot into the fictitious “Princess of Parador” in an attempt to 

garner fame for Alwina’s retainer Max de Mirecourt and spurn his wife Lucie. What 

exactly constitutes Baker, and subsequently how the audience is expected to react to the 

supposed spectacle of the exotic native, is confused by the sheer depth of the layers 

which Baker sheathes herself. 

 Moreover, on this end the film seems intensely self-aware on the degree of artifice 

on display, such as during a discussion early on in the film between Max and his friend 

Coton regarding what exactly to make of Alwina: 

“I prefer the perfumed chicks of the rue de la Paix” 

“But nature has a better fragrance than perfume” 
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“Manure is natural” 

“So? Isn’t that where pretty roses grow?” (Princess Tam-Tam 8.19-8.30) 

 

While this could be seen as merely affirming the tenants of primitivism upon which the 

film rests, namely that the primitive Other exists in some kind of prelapsarian reality 

bereft of “civilizing” factors such as perfume, it is nevertheless interesting to note that so 

much of the film becomes foregrounded on just these notions of authenticity versus 

artificiality – ideas which a contemporary audience could not have been ignorant of in 

regards to Baker’s origins as set against the roles she portrayed on stage and screen. If we 

as audience are to understand Alwina as natural, the manure which causes the rose to 

grow and is contrasted with the civilized world of perfume, then that understanding 

comes with the qualification of the surreality which surrounds the whole of the 

production.  

The natural and the authentic is not so much made farcical so much as it is made 

deeply ironic, and irony which is only further deepened by the way in which Princess 

Tam-Tam chooses to stage its plot. In the beginning the camera pans to a palm tree 

decorating a wall, only to fade out to a palm tree in “actual” Tunisia, while the film 

culminates in the rising smoke of a maharajah’s chamber dissolving into the smoke of 

Max’s pipe as he reads the work of fiction he had just written (and what we as audience 

had just watched unfold). Anything deemed “natural” about the performance of Baker, 

and about Alwina as a character, must necessarily be contextualized through these scenes, 

so as to put into question the validity of such natural, “pure” surfaces whatsoever. Alwina 

becomes a shadow life for Baker, a part of her transatlantic performance, but within this 
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shadow life “one can never disentangle the ‘real’ Baker from the narrative fictions and 

mechanical visions that assemble her in her cinema” (Groo 25) – that is, one can never 

completely disentangle the artifice upon which Baker’s performance rests, upon which 

she crafted an air of a genuine Africa out of an Africa which only existed in her fantasies, 

and which was then filtered through to the filmgoing masses looking for that pure, 

authentic experience of the naked Other.  

It is with these thoughts in mind that I turn to what is perhaps the most famous 

scene is the film. Lucie, wanting to disgrace both Alwina and Max among the high 

society which they have immersed themselves in since returning from Tunisia, attempts 

to sabotage’s Max’s efforts at “civilizing” Alwina by getting her intoxicated during a 

dance number. The plan proves successful, with Alwina in a drunken fit jumping from 

her balcony seat and onto the stage proper, Alwina stripping from her golden dress to a 

black one as if in affirmation of the primitivity which had been only superficially 

disguised by civilized society and which comes bursting out in a rupturing blast of 

atavistic energy. Alwina is made absolutely visible, not just to the characters of the film 

but to the viewing audience, her black skin encoded with the markers of savagery and 

sexuality which had lain dormant just below the surface and now violently disperse 

themselves for all to see. Yet how are we to view this degree of visibility, knowing that 

this climactic moment is steeped in the artificial and the unreal, a dream sequence in a 

film starring a woman whose connection to the nativity she exemplifies is tenuous at best, 

a pure fiction?   



28 
 

Baker’s visibility on-screen, and the attendant markers of primitivity and 

exoticism which come along with that, becomes muddled in what Henderson refers to as 

her “role-playing of the primitive” which “not only affirmed her modernism, but 

demonstrated her art in mimicking what had been construed as nature in the ethnographic 

spectacle” (128). Whether or not there was a degree of self-knowing on Baker’s part 

about this role-play is almost beside the point; regardless of whether this act was an 

elaborate parody of the white colonial gaze staged for Baker’s own benefit, or an 

example of the objectification of Baker as someone caught within the oppressive systems 

of colonial rule, it remains just that – an act, a work of fiction steeped in a sense that what 

one sees on screen may not actually be what they think they see. Baker may be always 

visible, always subject to the racializing and exoticizing gaze, but within that gaze there 

must be an implicit recognition that what is being gazed upon is a product of the colonial 

imagination. 

Just as “Baker made a career out of the art of skin-wearing – from bird feathers to 

banana skins to her own incandescent nudity” (Cheng “Skin Fashion” 8), so too can we 

consider the possibility that part of this “skin-wearing” was the wearing of the titles of 

“primitive,” of “exotic,” and of “native”. If the “Queen of the Colonies” can prove to be 

just a young woman thrust from obscurity in St. Louis to superstardom in Paris, suspicion 

is cast on just what exactly constitutes the pure and the authentic for the colonial gaze – a 

suspicion which is only further elevated when the very performance of so-called 

authentic blackness becomes mired in artificiality and the surreal. Josephine Baker’s 

transatlantic performance is thus a performance of the artificial, of the knowing glance 



29 
 

held by an audience who at once desires more than anything the purity of the primitive, 

while at the same time recognizes at least implicitly that their desire is fraught with an 

ambiguity to be exploited by Baker in exhibiting her nakedness – knowing full well that 

that nakedness is only another skin to wear, another artifice to put on display. 

 By this token the transatlantic performance of Josephine Baker may be put into 

the context of what Edwards refers to as the décalage, or “the kernel of precisely that 

which cannot be transferred or exchanged, the received biases that refuse to pass over 

when one crosses the water,” (14) insofar as performances such as Alwina in Princess 

Tam-Tam express exactly this kind of impossibility or impermeability. Movement across 

space, and the representation of oneself therein, must no longer be seen as the sole 

qualifier for the acquisition of power and agency, for even within those movements there 

must be something which cannot permeate across those boundaries. In the case of Baker 

this something would appear to be the very nature of her position as an American native, 

the denial of her origins a part of a grand design through which she may then be 

consumed by (or consume herself) the captivated audience expecting the authentic 

performance of the colonized subject. To a degree, the transatlanticism of Baker and her 

performances provide the pathways for her to achieve superstardom, but this stardom 

comes almost in spite of (or through the obfuscation of) that kernel which does not make 

its way across borders as part of the décalage. 

 What one must be attentive of, then, are “the ways that discourses of 

internationalism travel, the ways they are translated, disseminated, reformulated, and 

debated in transnational contexts marked by difference,” (Edwards 7, emphasis in 
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original) especially where it concerns valuing that travel as a means of both liberation and 

oppression. As has already be explicated writers such as Paul Morand make use of 

precisely these kinds of tools in crafting their sensationalist prose, tools which further the 

agenda of an essentializing and exoticizing of the Other through control of the ways in 

which that Other is to be represented and disseminated across the wide spectrum of 

colonial cultural output. If transnational, transatlantic contexts are to be marked by 

difference, indeed defined by what they are not, then it falls onto works like “Good-Bye, 

New York!” to present that difference writ large as an inevitability of race and of space – 

a tool to further inscribe upon the black body, and thus upon Africa and the colonies 

which comprise the colonial periphery, as essentially primitive and rooted in place.  

 Yet when the skin of the Other is made into a fashion, as the case was during le 

tumulte noir in postwar France, these ideas of rootedness and passive objectification 

become complicated, if not through explicit subversion or revolt then through 

recognizing those ideas as intensely performative – as the case may be with Josephine 

Baker. If “part of the illusion of colonial imperialism is the fantasy of penetrating a 

territory-as-body, then here in this striptease the body offers itself not as depth or flesh, 

but as mobile outline or, at the most, another costume” (Cheng “Skin Fashion” 12). That 

is, the striptease need not merely be relegated as an act of submission, a signal by the 

colonized of the dominion which colonial imperialism holds over their body and the 

identity which is impressed upon that body, for the striptease rests upon a crucial 

important assumption: that the end result is a bareness which speaks towards the 

presumed purity of form which the naked body represents. Baker may engage in the 
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striptease, become a part of the circulation of imperialist exoticism, but within the act of 

engaging in that striptease she provides a crucial viewpoint through which one may 

understand the artificiality present even within that act of making oneself completely 

bare. 

 In that sense, Baker’s skin becomes just another costume to put on, speaking not 

towards that “depth” which is the pure surface so much as the depth of Baker’s 

performative ability to “become” the native, the colonial or the African or whatever else 

she may need to be, a fashion which she may put on and take off as the need arises. As 

such, the prevailing assumption championed by Paul Morand in his work is called into 

question, what Cheng above refers to as the “penetrating a territory-as-body” (12) which 

manifests in the act of rooting Pamela Freeman into an essentialized and sensationalized 

atavistic fervor. Pamela is to become a stand-in for Africa writ large, its space 

compressed into the image of a woman who cannot deny her “nature” and strips 

accordingly, creating a static image of the Other which may then be navigated (or rather, 

penetrated) through the specular gaze of the imperial. When combined with the 

examination into Josephine Baker, the questions become thus: what does it mean to try to 

engage in this act of navigation? Who exactly is doing the navigating, and how are they 

making that movement in space possible? And, perhaps most importantly, when they do 

engage in this colonial gaze across space, does one see what they truly believe 

themselves to be seeing? 

 Performance and representation come to the forefront of all of these questions, 

matters which deal with the notion that “humanist conceptions of the subject tend to 
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assume a substantive person who is the bearer of various essential and nonessential 

attributes,” (Butler 12) which is to say that, through the various acts of performance 

which comprise one’s identity, a kind of essentialism is undertaken by the spectator 

through the assumption that these performances constitute some kind of cohesive whole. 

The means through which one can navigate these assumptions are extremely varied; in 

the case of Paul Morand, these assumptions become the fuel for his writing, the 

assumptions of atavism and primitivism coming into play through a biological 

determinism which sees the black subject as, at any given point, moments away from 

“reverting” back towards a baser animalistic state of being. Morand’s stylization of the 

body, this assumption and coopting of essentialized attributes onto his fantasy, serves as 

the means through which his tensions towards the influx of black culture in Paris may be 

regulated and contained – indeed, stylization and representation serve as a cage, a means 

of trapping the subject in a darkest Africa defined not by any particulars of place and 

culture, but by a vague understanding of Africa as uncivilized wilderness, a dark spot on 

the earth which entraps and encases those deemed “lesser”.  

 Baker, meanwhile, takes these assumptions regarding the connection between 

performance and identity and – consciously or not – weaponizes them through her work. 

Baker grabs hold of “the interior psychic space in which identifications are said to be 

preserved” which “makes sense only if we understand that interior space as a phantasized 

locale that serves yet another psychic function” (Butler 67). It is not enough to say that 

Baker was merely a puppet, used to further a colonialist agenda which saw to the 

exoticizing and eroticizing of the Other as spectacle, but neither should it be enough to 
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say that Baker simply became a parody of what she represented – for the dialogue of 

subversion does not fully get to the complexity which is incurred in the process of how 

well and truly ironic Baker’s performances were. The space of Baker’s performances, as 

well as the space occupied by Baker herself on stage and screen, becomes a fantasized 

space, in other words a space which calls attention to the very artificiality of its creation 

and of the essentialized attributes which are then produced as a result of that creation. 

What initially seems like the ultimate display of exteriority, the nakedness which calls 

attention to notions of absolute “purity” or “authenticity,” in fact is revealed to be an 

interior function of representation. Baker, in “becoming” the native, draws her captivated 

audience only further in, making them vulnerable to the performance rather than what 

may be assumed as the other way around (her nakedness as vulnerability, i.e. an opening 

to the spectator absolutely).   

 Morand’s absolutes, be it his absolute atavism or the absolute dominion of the 

colonizer in navigating both the physical geography of the colonies and the mapped 

body-as-territory of the colonized, must be seen within the context of sheer irony which 

performers such as Baker bring to the table. Regardless of whether or not Morand 

actually saw Baker’s performances (though he was unlikely to have, at the very least, not 

heard of her, given her ubiquity within French popular culture at the time), the two still 

exist very much in tandem with one another as per their embeddedness within the 

colonial project. To a certain degree Morand’s Black Magic can even be seen as a 

response to the popularity of performers like Baker and Bricktop, as performers who 

established fame and prestige for themselves – and thus attained the mobility and agency 
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allotted to that fame, the literal ability to traverse the surfaces of France and captivate its 

people – through the lens of black cultural performance. This popularity serves as a 

potential threat to the dominion of imperialist control over the representation of the 

colonies and the colonized body, insofar as they take what previously existed in the 

periphery and place it center-stage as an exhibition of the authentic (or, more precisely, 

the supposedly authentic).  

 Thus, what Morand might see in absolute terms (the undisputed fact of a 

biological imperative towards degeneration into primitivity) becomes the fodder through 

which Baker’s performances can be seen as a play on that very act of absolutism. What is 

represented as authentically native, the body which becomes imposed upon by the tenets 

of the colonial fetishization of the native body, proves to be simply another costume – a 

costume, which, in this particular case, proves it artificiality through its being placed on 

the body of a woman born and raised in St. Louis, Missouri, having never seen nor 

known the colonies which she eventually came to represent as the “Queen of the 

Colonies”. In maneuvering spatially across the Atlantic, as well as maneuvering in and 

out of the persona of the “authentic native,” Baker comes to represent a key counterpoint 

to the essentialism purported by Morand. For even within the depictions of the native 

exists an inherent contradiction, that what is being seen is in fact a fantasy put on for the 

sake of an audience who wishes to devour that authenticity, an authenticity which, in its 

performance, ironically becomes well and truly fake.  
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“Heads Full of Kung Fu and Karate Chops”: The Performance of 

Revolutionary Masculinity in Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss 

 

 In “Cultural Identity and Diaspora” Stuart Hall describes that imperialist 

oppression deteriorates recognition, and exploits the perception of the colonized 

alongside the physical exploitation of the land and its material resources: “They had the 

power to make us see and experience ourselves as ‘Other’” (394, emphasis in original). 

This is to say that the colonized became not only cleanly divided from the colonizer 

within the colonial imaginary, but in fact divided from themselves – they were made out 

to be something infrahuman, trained to consider themselves as such through the 

colonialist lens imposed upon them by imperial rule. As Hall notes such an act of 

suppression and division was possible only by its enforcement through power, or more 

specifically what I consider here to be the agency through which individuals may enact 

their will onto other bodies. The colonial power is thus the expression of colonial agency, 

the ability to carve out a niche of absolute control – manifesting in the instance of 

colonialism more generally as establishing the Manichean schisms of 

colonizer/colonized, human/infrahuman, etc. – and perhaps more importantly being able 

to subsequently impress these conditions onto the cultural identity of the colonized until 

they begin to conceptualize their sense of identity solely within these niches.    

 Hall goes on to elaborate his definition of these cultural identities as “the points of 

identification, the unstable points of identification or suture, which are made, within the 
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discourses of history and culture. Not an essence, but a positioning” (395, emphasis in 

original). Cultural identity is to be understood as a kind of framing, and an unstable one 

at that, making possible the colonialist project mentioned by Hall previously. For such an 

act of positioning necessarily implies some kind of force which negotiates these shifts in 

cultural identity, performing these sutures within the context of history and culture. In 

effect, agency permeates and diffuses within any given subject. Hall’s words here must 

be understood as standing at an intersection between two contradictory points: between 

the fluidity which he posits exists within the positionality of cultural identity and absolute 

rigid agency, agency defined as a position of authoritative power which can influence 

those subjects with less power. There is no absolute essence, no fixed state of cultural 

identification, and yet the seemingly omnipresent “discourses of history and culture” 

must be navigated through this acquisition of cultural identity – and who determines this 

cultural identity and how it is spread can lead to its restriction, in spite of the fluidity that 

agency might otherwise provide.   

 Paul Gilroy offers another perspective on this seeming contradiction between 

fluidity of expression and the certitude of certain factors on that expression, noting the 

hopes of certain groups for an emergent internationalism which would dismantle these 

kinds of easy-made associations which colonialism produced and postcolonialism 

maintained, if implicitly: the tasks of these groups was to “fashion new networks of 

interconnectedness and solidarity that could resonate across boundaries, reach across 

distances, and evade other cultural and economic obstacles” (5). What these groups 

hoped to uncover was a latent sense of humanism which could not only account for these 
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contradictions within the hierarchical power structure of contemporary society, but 

outright dismantle them in a bid towards universality. By this conception, agency would 

effectively be divested from its entrenched fonts – the colonial powers and their 

successors – through a process of diffusion across a world deemed equally “human” and 

thus equally powerful; or what Gilroy describes, perhaps more idealistically, as a 

“multicultural ethics and politics” which “could be premised upon an agonistic, planetary 

humanism capable of comprehending the universality of our elemental vulnerability to 

the wrongs we visit upon each other” (4). Agency and passivity would cease to be 

relevant qualifiers under the collective sign of a humanism which recognizes the 

intricacies of human life and the universal ability of each individual to affect and be 

affected by others, in an unending chain of positional identification which does not 

produce any one agent as supremely powerful – the colonizer no longer recognized as the 

sole arbiter of colonized cultural identity, no longer able to recognize the colonized as 

Other nor to force the colonized to consider themselves internally as Other. 

 However, Gilroy is fully prescient of the idealistic tone which this kind of 

humanistic appeal to common personhood often evokes, and that one need be mindful of 

the exact contours through which any kind of ideological humanism is to be produced, or 

rather the way in which that humanism may break down over time. That is, that 

“However well-intentioned it may be, the compensatory commitment to absolute 

unanimity cannot succeed for long. The inevitable appearance of differences within the 

favored collective creates grave disappointment with any group’s lack of spontaneous 

fellow feeling and mutual regard” (54). The humanist project, at least insofar as it is 
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positioned here as a universalizing effort towards the complete negation of difference, 

cannot hope to sustain itself in the face of the evident differences present within any 

given culture. Furthermore, Gilroy’s exact wording here is crucial for understanding the 

exact mechanisms through which this kind of totalizing humanism may be seen as 

ultimately self-destructive: the ideal collective humanity, the final product of this 

humanism, is not in actuality a result of a flattening out of cultural identity, race, 

ethnicity, etc. Rather, it positions itself in terms of a “favored collective” which implies a 

degree of agency exclusive for that collective, stealthily buried under notions of 

collectivism and universalism. Disappointment thus comes not merely in the form of the 

loss of that utopian sense of universal, equal humanity, but in the fact that such 

universalism does not bring about the desired result of the dominance of that favored 

collective – what is essentially a contradiction of the very project of humanism itself. It is 

this contradiction which will undergird what follows, from the examples of Frantz Fanon 

and Aimé Césaire – authors knowingly or unknowingly implicating themselves within 

this contradictory favoritism – to the example of Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss, 

which may provide a means of critiquing and combating this contradiction and looks 

towards a more ambiguous and fluid humanism.    

 With that in mind it becomes possible to understand in a new light the example of 

Fanon which Gilroy hones in on in Postcolonial Melancholia, or to be more precise the 

“complex and forbidding ‘new humanism’ of Frantz Fanon” (40) which manifested itself 

in texts such as The Wretched of the Earth. As Gilroy astutely notes what is at stake in 

Fanon’s work was not a recapitulation or renovation of previous regimes once the yoke of 
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colonial rule was upended, for such backward-looking approaches would only serve to 

instigate the philosophies which led to colonialism in the first place – or worse yet, 

institute a brand of neo-colonialism by which a colonized bourgeois would effectively 

replace the colonizer as oppressor of the masses. Rather, the tenets of Fanon need be seen 

as addressing a future-to-come, rather than a past-to-return-to: a new humanism “where 

black political thought was challenged to advance an interpretation of past and present 

sufferings with reference to the future” by which one could then “give the human element 

in human rights a more worthwhile content than the default settings specified in either 

Cold War liberalism or its more recent, heavily armored varieties” (40). While the past 

must receive its proper due, because past injustices inform and invigorate present 

uprisings and revolutions, it cannot sustain the role of the foundation of a new nation as 

Fanon imagines it – for to do so would be to perpetuate those past sufferings and 

inequalities rather than striving towards a united future under the national banner. 

 In looking at the text of The Wretched of the Earth itself, it would seem apparent 

that such a forward-thinking agenda stems, at least in part, from a desire on Fanon’s part 

to combat what he refers to as the depersonalizing effect of colonialism: “For colonialism 

has not simply depersonalized the colonized. The very structure of society has been 

depersonalized on a collective level” (219). That is, the colonial project does not limit its 

purvey to making any one individual into an infrahuman creature, or even to transplant 

these notions of inherent inferiority and non-personhood onto large swathes of the 

colonized populace; rather, colonialism as envisioned as Fanon here involves the large 

scale operation of the collective depersonalization of a whole society, to divorce society 
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from the humanity of its culture and its people so that the colonial notion of the 

subjugated Other may be fitted into its place. If Fanon is to envision a path out of this 

depersonalization, which is to say to imagine a society in which the colonized can usurp 

the control of the colonizer, then by all accounts that society must first seek to once again 

personalized itself as a collective nation – what Neil Roberts alludes to in “Fanon, Sartre, 

Violence, and Freedom” by stating that “Praxis, or action, is necessary in order to build 

upon more organized forms of violence… [to] develop a socialist political system” (143).  

 This notion of praxis as liberating, if we are to consider it as integral to the 

conceptualization of sociopolitical upheaval and the subsequent emancipation of the 

colonized within Fanon’s work, provides an interesting qualification to Fanon’s call for a 

universal humanism which warrants further investigation. For knowing that violence is 

called for, as part of a praxis which may enliven the colonized and produce a social order 

to protect against the remnants of colonialism and the onset of neo-colonialism alike, who 

exactly is called upon to perform this violence? How are we to understand this notion of 

universalism, knowing that embedded within it is a need for some kind of privileged 

actor through which it may be realized on the national scale as Fanon envisions it? As 

Roberts goes on to note regarding this violent praxis, “Violence is fundamentally an 

activity emerging from the category of agency” (143) – through which one may return to 

the dilemma posed earlier: agency necessarily implies a hierarchical structure through 

which it may be enacted, a passive participant set apart from the active revolutionary. If it 

is to be understood that “The idea of revolutionaries transcending norms such as law or 

colonial governmental structures is important in constructing violence as intrinsically 
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necessary to enact a new humanism” (Roberts 149) one must then question what exactly 

it means for this violence to be intrinsic, and who precisely is to be privileged as the 

agent of this revolutionary violence – privileged in the sense of that transcendental 

quality, of breaking the bonds of colonial oppression and ushering in a new system.   

 Through this idea of violence as agency, and perhaps more importantly that 

agency as the means of liberation and rejuvenation of the colonized psyche, one arrives at 

what Mikko Tuhkanen has referred to as Fanon’s attempts to theorize a “postcolonial 

becoming” (618). The nation emerges as an entity from its previous imperial confines, the 

colonized individual rejuvenates their sense of self from out of the yoke the infrahuman 

status imposed upon them, only through this act of becoming – an act which Tuhkanen 

goes on to state is noticeably gendered within the pages of The Wretched of the Earth. 

Indeed, it would seem as though this desire for becoming, for emancipation and re-

personalization, is so consuming within Fanon’s theory that it comes at the exclusion of 

everything which does not fit neatly within the purview of its gendered notions of 

righteous, violent revolution which privileges “the radicalized (male) subject of The 

Wretched of the Earth” (633). Fanon’s new humanism which Gilroy speaks of must be 

qualified as such, its subject matter directed towards this distinctly masculine, male 

subject whose role as agent will bring about revolution through violence, and in that 

revolutionary praxis usher forth the new national consciousness. Whether it is possible to 

understand this as humanism at all, keeping in mind the exclusionary mindset which this 

chain of praxis as agency as masculinity presents the reader of Fanon’s work, remains to 

be seen – for how is one to reconcile the universality implied by such a concept as 
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humanism, of a recognition of a shared humanity experienced by all, with the idea that 

the revolution which would bring it about is to be gendered as invariably masculine, its 

agents male, and its unity envisioned in the language of brotherhood?  

 Before examining the exact rhetoric of this language of brotherhood within 

Fanon, perhaps it would be prudent to provide the perspective of an outsider looking in: 

Jean-Paul Sartre in this instance, author of the preface to The Wretched of the Earth. In 

his preface Sartre describes the aim of Fanon in writing the work in distinctly fraternal 

terms: “For the sake of his brothers, his aim is to teach them how to outwit us” (xlvi). 

That is, the matrices by which Fanon’s political ideology is to revolve is based around a 

communal resolve towards striking back at the colonizer in such a way that ensures the 

invigoration and future prosperity of this collective mass – a mass which here and 

elsewhere is gendered as male, with Fanon then as a writer for the people (read: for his 

brothers). One is to understand the maxim that the people will “achieve revolutionary 

socialism everywhere and all together or we shall be beaten one by one by our former 

tyrants” through a decidedly male lens: “what Fanon explains to his brothers in Africa, 

Asia, and Latin America” (Sartre xlvii). Those brothers, dispersed throughout the world 

but forming a collective brotherhood of sorts under this banner of insurrection, are the 

vector of Fanon’s brand of humanism, of that revolutionary socialism “everywhere and 

all together” which is yet bound by an almost unconscious understanding of these 

brothers as the agents of its arrival – as though they are solely what constitutes that “all 

together,” as though the once-colonized, now-free world would seem to be one without 

the figure of the woman populating its landscape. 
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 This is not to say that Fanon was overtly sexist in his ideology, nor that there was 

no space in actuality allotted for women in Fanon’s formation of popular uprising. Fanon 

seemed to be very much prescient of the vital role which women could play in revolution, 

for as Tuhkanen notes “In both Wright and Fanon, then, female subjects can access 

revolutionary acts through the kind of tricksterism that confounds male actors” (618). 

The female subject finds her place within the revolutionary schema by way of her ability 

to more freely move between the boundaries imposed by imperial rule such as borders 

between colonized and colonizer sections of cities – an affordance of agency in the 

fluidity which women revolutionaries may make use of in infiltrating colonial space. To 

say otherwise, or to deny the possibility afforded to women within this revolutionary 

ideology, would be ultimately too reductive and revisionist to be wholly sustainable – it 

would mean a victimization or even outright erasure of the women actually involved in 

struggles such as the Algerian revolution Fanon speaks towards, which is neither needed 

nor warranted.  

Nevertheless, it is important to come to an understanding of the rhetoric which 

Fanon mobilizes in addressing this need for revolution, regardless of the ultimate 

contents of that revolution itself – for these words, however implicit or unconscious their 

meaning, still perpetuate a notion of genderedness which, in the bid for unity and 

universality, subsumes the female under the male through the direct invocation of the 

cause as one of “brotherhood”. Indeed, it would seem as though for Fanon solidarity is 

largely defined through this figure of the national brotherhood: in speaking towards the 

“new rhythm which drives the nation” and mobilizes the indigenous population into 
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action, it comes to be that “Tribes well-known for their stubborn rivalry disarm amid 

rejoicing and tears, and pledge their help and support. In this atmosphere of brotherly 

solidarity and armed struggle, men link arms with their former enemies. The national 

circle widens and every new ambush signals the entry of new tribes” (84, emphasis 

mine). The widening of the national circle is a result of what Homi Bhabha has referred 

to as “the state of emergency” which “is also always a state of emergence” (114) – tribal 

loyalties fall to the wayside, spurred as they are to action by that new rhythm, the 

emergency which is the colonial condition facilitating the emergence of a solidarity 

which ideally would lead to the formation of a new, united nation following 

independence. There is a sense of velocity to Fanon’s words here, a feeling of an ever-

increasing movement towards a breaking point as more and more tribes join in the 

widening circle of the nation – and it is vital to understand that this movement is 

configured as being principally male, a matter of brothers whose arms are linked and 

ready to emerge under a more powerful national fraternity.  

Thus the call to action becomes the exclusive domain of the male revolutionary, 

regardless of the role which the female revolutionary is to play in actually performing 

these acts of subterfuge and guerrilla warfare. Fanon ends The Wretched of the Earth 

with a cry for fraternity: “Come brothers, we have far too much work on our hands to 

revel in outmoded games… we must make a new start , develop a new way of thinking, 

and endeavor to create a new man” (238-239). A new man, a new masculinity driven by a 

newly empowered sense of agency which the colonized had been deprived of under 

colonial rule, a brotherhood which must take action if the revolution is to succeed – 
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which forwards the implication of the necessity of this configuration of masculinity as the 

impetus for change, the agents through which solidarity would not otherwise come about 

and the revolutionary struggle doomed to fail. The figure of the male effectively becomes 

the act of revolution itself, alongside the solidarity it brings, in what Praseeda Gopinath 

has referred to in stating that “While woman functions as a metaphor for the nation, 

men’s relationship to the nation and nationalism is ‘typically metonymic,’ where men are 

contiguous with, and representative of, the national whole” (202-203). It would then 

come to no surprised that in Fanon’s conception it is upon the calling together of a 

brotherhood which the forward momentum of revolution ultimately rests, with its end 

goal being the creation of that new man – for it is the man who will come to represent the 

nation, and in particular the unity within that national whole.  

By this understanding of the erasure of the female under the widespread banner of 

humanism as brotherhood, one must then take into account Bhabha’s words regarding the 

accusation of sexism in Fanon’s writing: “Fanon’s use of the word ‘man’ usually 

connotes a phenomenological quality of humanness, inclusive of man and woman and, 

for that very reason, ignores the question of gender difference” (123). Usually, but not 

always, and it would seem difficult to maintain this argument under the impression 

gathered by the rhetoric of brotherhood as it has unfolded in the discussion of Fanon. The 

humanism of the term ‘man’ comes into question when Fanon’s “new man” is to be 

understood as existing as a result of this solidarity of brotherhood, of the equation of the 

term man with that of brotherhood, which does not in fact ignore the question of gender 

difference. It rather erases it wholesale, and crafts from out of it a revolutionary ideology 
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which seemingly permits only masculinity to enter into its fold, by way of equating 

masculine brotherhood with the agency and power to execute this revolution in the first 

place – a power which further delineates notions of successful revolution and thus 

successful expression of this unifying masculinity with acts of violence.  

I would go so far as to argue that, at least as it concerns Fanon and those writing 

of Fanon, violence is the principle expression of this liberating praxis. To briefly return to 

The Wretched of the Earth’s preface, Sartre has this to say on the relationship between 

brotherhood and violence: “The nation moves forward: every comrades in arms 

represents the nation for every other comrade. Their brotherly love is the reverse side of 

the hatred they feel for you: linked as brothers by the fact that each of them has killed and 

can at any moment kill again” (lvi). Brotherhood almost becomes synonymous with this 

violent urge towards gratification of the national project – another chain is produced akin 

to the earlier one of praxis-agency-masculinity, what could be referred to as patriotism as 

brotherhood as killing. These aspects become irreparably intertwined and muddled in the 

prose of both Sartre and Fanon, so that it becomes difficult to actually separate them from 

one another. Indeed, this chain is present from the very onset of Fanon’s work, with the 

obvious necessity of violence as its phenomenological centerpiece: “In its bare reality, 

decolonization reeks of red-hot cannonballs and bloody knives… The colonized, who 

have made up their mind to make such an agenda into a driving force, have been prepared 

for violence from time immemorial” (3). There can be no time conceived without this 

desire for violence, because this violence is intrinsically linked with an emancipatory 

desire which exists for any human who is caged and treated as something less.  
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It is by this measure that violence is be seen in terms of that “bare reality” – 

which is to say that violence against oppression is to be taken as so obvious that it cannot 

help but burst forth in the form of revolution and insurrection across the globe, so 

obvious that is agency cannot be denied. Nor should it be denied, working steadily 

towards the humanist ideal of a freer, more self-respecting humanity – this idea is not 

what is being put to question here. What is being put to question is the means through 

which femininity and the female figure is elided is these kinds of conceptions of 

humanity and humanist emancipation. Moving away from Fanon, and to frame it in terms 

of another prolific and radical colonial writer, what is in question here is not what Aimé 

Césaire says about the idea that “Europe is indefensible” and “unable to justify itself 

either before the bar of ‘reason’ or the bar of ‘conscience’” (172), for these ideas must 

necessarily enter into the scope of a conversation regarding the intrinsic humanity of 

every person and the role of imperial aggression in attempting to bury these basic truths. 

Rather, it is ideas such as a nostalgia for the past in which African societies “were 

cooperative societies, fraternal societies” (Césaire 178) which must be scrutinized if we 

are to move forward in understanding the genderedness of revolution, its implications, 

and its possible nuancing through venues such as literature. 

Jane Hiddleson, in her article “Aimé Césaire and Postcolonial Humanism”, sheds 

some light on the exact mechanisms by which we may understand Césaire’s humanism, 

particularly in the ways in which “Césaire’s reinvention of humanism does not always 

succeed in maintaining the openness he seeks” in “the slippage between ‘humanité’ and 

‘homme’, since the latter implies an androcentrism that excludes the feminine” (88). 
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Hiddleson further contextualizes this rhetorical slip as seemingly happening over a span 

of time, chronologically mapping this slippage from universalism to androcentrism 

through the movement from humanité to homme – that is, from the inclusive term 

humanity to the exclusive man, evoking Fanon’s brotherhood in its bizarre sense of 

reduction within what is ostensibly a universalizing discourse. The distinction at first 

would seem miniscule, as is made evident by Bhabha’s discussion of ‘man’ as a term to 

be considered as outright negating any sense of gender within its use, but it is 

nevertheless important to note its use, especially if – as in Césaire’s case – its use is a 

result of some kind of shift in the rhetoric of their work, having originally used the more 

typical terminology of humanism as a discourse on “humanity”, not on “man”.  

It would seem as though there must be something behind this shift, a kind of 

modus operandi which would lead one towards this androcentric rhetoric – for as 

Hiddleson points out, rightly I believe, “Humanity is an ethical term, but perhaps ‘man’ 

slips into the exclusionism that humanism seeks precisely to disallow” (101) – which is to 

say that this slippage into the use of ‘man’ stands as a complete contradiction to the 

avowed tenets of humanism as understood as relating to the whole of humanity, not just a 

segmented portion of it. While one could dismiss this as merely a product of some brand 

of misogyny on the part of Césaire, or embedded within the Negritude movement in 

general, I would argue that such a charge would not get down into the internal cause of 

the matter. Not to say that such charges may not be valid, or indeed useful in other 

studies more focused on these movements, merely that for our purposes it may prove 
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more enlightening to think beyond these kinds of charges and towards their exact 

mechanics.  

 For embedded within this notion of man and fraternity lies a desire for 

sustainability and stability, as well as the power of agency with which to bring these 

things about on a national as well as individual scale. “Black subjectivity is created 

through this active, vigorous contact with the universe” (Hiddleson 90), and in the cases 

of Fanon and Césaire both this kind of black subjectivity is one which is invariably 

defined and delineated as masculine in nature. This is only further compounded by the 

addition of violence into the equation, alongside the interlinking of violence with the 

performance of masculinity, in a bid to create what Gilroy refers to as the “militarization 

of social life” which serves to promote “an automatic solidarity in which soldier-citizens 

who carry or practice the defining culture of their national state become indistinguishable 

to the point of being interchangeable” (24). The national culture, or to be more exact the 

future national culture as envisioned for colonies post-liberation by Fanon and Césaire, is 

comprehended through a lens which promotes solidarity through violence, with that 

violence then being gendered as exclusively masculine through the linkage of the 

revolutionary struggle with a fight for brotherhood and by militant brothers-in-arms. In 

all this the feminine is excluded, the woman denied access to this androcentric 

brotherhood, and as a result is equally denied access to the solidarity and power which 

this brotherhood hordes within the revolutionary imaginary. 

 It should come as no surprise that a Fanonian conception of revolution and its 

agentic liberation from political oppressors should be formulated around notions of 
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movement. For, as Fanon himself notes in Black Skin, White Masks, part of his realization 

of the performance forced upon him (i.e. the performance of the Other which fixes the 

subject as outside their own skin, a product of a hegemony which sees them as the 

periphery) is that these performances are invariably tied to movement, and movement to 

agency: “the movements, the attitudes, the glances of the other fixed me there, in the 

sense in which a chemical solution is fixed by a dye” (109). Power is exerted through the 

ability of that other self to transfix Fanon in place, to render him an immobile object for 

their study – whether that study be in curiosity, derision, or indifference, the fact remains 

that they hold a privileged position in which they may transform Fanon into this 

inanimate object. Becoming like that chemical solution, or rather coming to the 

realization that one’s life as Other is like that of the chemical solution, becomes a 

cornerstone for Fanon’s later conceptualization of how agency is formed and how one 

achieves liberation from within this confinement. 

 The body, and how the body performs itself within a given space, is thus 

immensely important for Fanon in working through his understanding of the Othered 

body in relation to its surroundings, a process which involves “A slow composition of my 

self as a body in the middle of a spatial and temporal world – such seems to be the 

schema” (Fanon Black Skin, White Masks 111, emphasis in original). If the 

schematization of the body is to be seem as an instrument of confinement, in that it serves 

as the means by which the colonizer may imprint an implicit understanding within the 

colonized of their status as Other within time and space, then what must necessarily come 

from the act of revolution is a discarding of those schema, first seen here through a 
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recognition that those schema exist in the first place a performances forced upon the 

colonized subject. It is the recognition that “not only must the black man be black; he 

must be black in relation to the white man,” (Fanon Black Skin, White Masks 110) which 

is to say that the Other becomes defined (and confined) from without by the hegemonic 

forces which impose upon them these sociocultural schema. Revolution is thus an act of 

rebellion against, not only in the sense of rebellion against government, but rebellion 

against categorization – against the schematization which would deny sovereignty and 

agency to the colonial Other, by defining them solely in terms of their difference to the 

normalized colonialist frame of reference.  

 By this measure Fanon can conclude that “I am overdetermined from without. I 

am the slave not of the ‘idea’ that others have of me but of my own appearance” (Black 

Skin, White Masks 116). Otherness becomes an undeniable marker of difference, a 

performative mask impressed with countless racial signifiers, which for Fanon manifests 

as the inescapable of reality of black skin upon which he becomes a slave to this 

overdetermination of self – a self which is Othered through the power which is exerted 

upon him by the hegemony, the guiding force which determines how he is to be seen and 

how is allowed to be doing the seeing. The political becomes inseparable here from the 

sociocultural impact of gaining agency, because for Fanon one cannot exist without the 

other; one cannot overthrow the established hierarchy without first coming to an 

understanding of how those hierarchies arrange and label those individuals under them, in 

this case through creating the means by which one can be “overdetermined from without” 

because of their skin.  
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 The revolution which Fanon writes of, the revolution in which the body of the 

Other may escape from this prodding and the need to put on a performance of their 

difference, is thus steeped in issues of visibility and agency. The revolutionary is one who 

carries forward against this act of schematization, who refuses to exist as the Other within 

the tidy colonial schema, to become a true agent for their own freedom and the collective 

freedom of their country as a people. As such, it is troubling when that sense of freedom 

becomes couched in a rhetoric of what may be called androcentrism, an envisioning of 

this liberation of the self from the shackles of overdetermination as explicitly masculine, 

those engaged in this revolutionary agentic behavior a band of “brothers” for the cause. 

Regardless of the historical situation of the period, of the actual composition of freedom 

movements among the sexes, the Fanonian conceptualization of the fight for freedom and 

the power which emerges through the breaking off from the confining performance of the 

colonized is a matter of essential, heavily gendered masculinity.   

 As Partha Chatterjee notes in “The Nationalist Resolution of the Women’s 

Question”, a part of Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid’s anthology “Recasting Women: 

Essays in Indian Colonial History”, this androcentrism can be attributed to the gendering 

of revolution on a more general level, which is to say on the level of gendering the act of 

national struggle and defiance as typically masculine, as part of the maintenance of “the 

false essentialisms of home/world, spiritual/maternal, feminine/masculine propagated by 

nationalist ideology” (252). Masculinity becomes imposed on the very idea of 

nationalism itself, that it is men who must be the proponents and executors of this 

national ideology, which further becomes problematic when this idea of national struggle 
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is equated with perseveration of some righteous and pure essence: “But in the entire 

phase of the national struggle, the crucial need was to protect, preserve and strengthen the 

inner core of the national culture, its spiritual essence” (Chatterjee 239).  

What Chatterjee evokes here is a distressing connection between the preservation 

of “true” national culture, the expression of masculinity, and the necessity of violent 

struggle in achieving these goals. The essence of the nation is configured as a principally 

masculine essence, protected and secured through violence with men as the gatekeepers 

of that precious spiritual core of the nation. As Sangari and Vaid themselves point out in 

the anthology’s introduction, this would mean that “the majority of women have in fact 

been pushed to the margins of the production process” (2), which is to say from the 

processes by which this national core may be cultivated and safeguarded – for those very 

processes are explicitly gendered as masculine, under the purview of revolutionary men 

almost exclusively, by way of their linkage with violent struggle for the homeland. 

It is with this troubling dilemma of brotherhood in mind that I turn towards 

representation of a sort of “counterattack” against this hegemonic discourse: the 

representation of this train of thought within Kiran Desai’s novel The Inheritance of Loss. 

I turn to Desai’s work both in terms of how particular characters and organizations 

deploy the ideology of brotherhood and violent revolution as a source of agency and 

identity, as well as how the hegemony and sanctity of this ideology is challenged 

throughout the course of the novel. Set in West Bengal, India, during the late 1980s, the 

novel is entrenched in the nationalist struggle of the era’s Gorkha National Liberation 

Front (GNLF). The GNLF rallies under the anthem constantly referenced in the novel as 
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“Gorkhaland for Gorkhas” – an insurgency movement led by a regional minority group 

seeking political and national sovereignty. This harkens back both to Fanon’s passionate 

desire for national pride and uprising and his purportedly universalist, humanist discourse 

present therein. This insurgency movement speaks to a cause of justness and equality, 

where those identifying themselves as Gorkhas are just as much human as those around 

them and therefore entitled just as much to the possession of a homeland of their own. In 

this case national sovereignty is tied to issues of human rights, that the Gorkha people are 

more than the degrading stereotypes that surround them. Desai provides a vivid example 

of such degradation, with a character stating that “Nepalis make good soldiers, coolies, 

but they are not so bright at their studies. Not their fault, poor things” (82), as though they 

are something less than human to be pitied for the misfortune of being by nature lesser.  

The issue posited here then becomes, when this search for human decency and 

equality becomes enmeshed or even outright consumed under that androcentric influence, 

what Oana Sabo has pinpointed in stating that the GNLF’s “quest for a homeland is thus 

interwoven with a search for masculinity and adulthood and couched in terms of a U.S.-

based culture industry” (382). That is, the nationalist struggle for homeland is 

transfigured by this all-consuming need for validation by masculinity, a masculinity only 

further exposed as artificial through a link between the masculine bravado put on display 

by the GNLF boys and the Western action movies they have watched: “taking their style 

from Rambo, heads full of kung fu and karate chops, roaring around on stolen 

motorcycles, stolen jeeps, having a fantastic time” (Desai 323-324). In a certain sense the 

nationalist and humanist struggle becomes co-opted by this puerile drive of “having a 
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fantastic time” and violently asserting one’s masculinity on the environment. 

“Gorkhaland for Gorkhas” becomes merely a rallying cry to grab the attention of 

dissatisfied youth who look towards these acts of violence as a means of expression – a 

violence which then gets engendered, made manifestly masculine, within the nationalist 

project of brotherhood.  

By honing in on the GNLF youths’ puerile fascination with the Western action 

movie, and by framing revolutionary violence in terms of that fascination, I believe Desai 

looks to decentralize the hegemony of the brotherhood narrative voiced by the likes of 

Césaire and Fanon. This is not to say that Desai’s work is to be taken as completely anti-

nationalist or anti-masculinist, no more than to say a character such as Sai – a young 

woman raised with a Catholic background and in Western norms – points towards 

staunch anti-Westernization. These are merely the factors at play in the West Bengali 

town of Kalimpong, and in Desai’s conception these factors are not to be trivialized so 

much as they are to be seen for what they are – molded by uncertainty and fluidity, 

without the surety of purpose that revolutionary ideology often presents in its desire for 

agency and praxis.      

 Praxis is thus partially derived from Western action movies, and from their 

masculinist discourse. To take action within the national struggle for Gorkhaland, which 

can also mean by association that gaining agency to act upon one’s environment as one 

wishes, is gendered as a male activity – as evident in Desai’s repetition of the phrase 

“GNLF boys” to refer to these young men who engage in acts of revolution and 

insurgency throughout the novel. The GNLF boys come to be defined by a kind of 
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bravado, and that bravado in turn forms the core of nationalistic action within the novel, 

the GNLF’s particular brand of machismo and nationalism becoming intertwined – the 

former facilitates the latter, as revolutionary action drives an agency typified as distinctly 

masculine.   

 Why might this kind of masculine bravado be so prevalent within the GNLF, or 

indeed within the conception of revolutionary “brotherhood” more generally? I would 

argue that Desai provides the reader with one possible answer, and in order to illustrate 

this idea we must first scale back our scope from the GNLF as united, so as to get closer 

to some kind of explanation as to the pull this particular form of unity has on certain 

characters. Specifically, this involves an examination of the character of Gyan in his 

movement from Sai’s lover to disgruntled and dissatisfied GNLF revolutionary, whom I 

posit serves as a microcosm for the prevailing ideologies and anxieties which coalesce on 

a larger scale into these kinds of androcentric movements. For from the very first instance 

of meeting Gyan in Desai’s novel, there exists a tension within his character, a quest of 

sorts for something concrete and clear for him to hold securely onto in the world. Gyan is 

described as “a quiet student of accounting who had thought the act of ordering numbers 

would soothe him” (79) – as though accounting would not simply provide for him 

economically, give him financial security, but also engender within him an emotional 

security. Burdened both by feelings of genealogical legacy and patriarchal responsibility, 

burdens he seemingly feels ill-equipped to handle, Gyan instead seeks solace in what he 

views as the comforting stability of numbers and their ordering within a set system. 
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 This “comforting stability” is indeed an example of what David Wallace 

Spielman refers to as “solid knowledge”, for as he argues most every character in The 

Inheritance of Loss in some shape or form struggles to “establish ‘solid knowledge’ – a 

term which Desai uses through the novel, not to indicate truth but what the character 

believes to be true” (75). In this there is a qualitative value attached to this kind of truth, 

that this truth is “solid” as it steels one’s sense of understanding of the world around 

them, to provide for them that sense of agency in knowing exactly what the system 

entails – or at least, as Spielman notes, that the characters believe that they have a firm 

grasp on that system. Such is the case with Gyan, caught up in that desire “to stick to 

what moved him less, to a more scientific approach” (Desai 127) for this approach would 

allow Gyan a degree of agency through breaking his world down into scientific variables 

and numerals – bits of data that can be safely contained and controlled, a solidification of 

the fluid complexities which surround him and threaten to engulf him throughout the 

novel.   

 Gyan’s relationship to Sai stands out in particular as an example of this kind of 

fluidity or formlessness, for from its very onset it is defined by the degree they seem to 

blur distinctions and merge with one another as a dynamic whole: “They linked word, 

object, and affection in a recovery of childhood, a confirmation of wholeness, as at the 

beginning” (139) until it comes to the point where “Gyan and Sai would have melted into 

each other” (143). In a sense one could consider this an act of solid knowledge, as it 

relates to that drive towards wholeness, but the vital distinction to be made here is that 

this melting into one another involves the recognition of difference. What is “true” is not 
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something necessarily to be valued and sought after, as in the case with Gyan’s attempted 

fixation on accounting and numbers, because what constitutes truth becomes muddled in 

this blurring of lines – between the lines that separate Sai from Gyan, or the lines 

separating masculine and feminine.  

 Gyan and Sai’s relationship calls to mind the concept of permeability, in that any 

concept – including in this instance the gendering of Gyan and Sai – will invariably be 

caught up in a play within rigid markers. Britt-Marie Schiller highlights this notion of 

fluidity of play in “Permeable Masculinities”, noting particularly in regards to the idea of 

gendering that “tensions in becoming gendered oscillate between the normative 

certainties of (core) gender identities and the unpredictable indeterminacies of softly 

assembled gender,” (36) with expression of masculinity usually being equated to the 

former and femininity the latter. Gyan then becomes an example of a desire for those 

normative certainties of gender, especially as it regards the expression of himself as 

masculine. Tension arises between this thrust towards a degree of certainty – after all, 

Gyan wants to know his role in the world within the schema of normative masculinity. 

Such uncertainty then riddles this melting of Gyan and Sai into a sort of indiscrete whole 

– not wholly masculine nor wholly feminine, a merger of two people into one which 

denies any kind of easy solution promised by rigid masculinity. 

 That Gyan’s joining up with the GNLF brotherhood coincides with his descent 

into a loathing for Sai and their previous relationship speaks towards the connection 

between normative masculinity, as expressed through brotherhood. It is a tension wherein 

this masculinity is challenged within the malleable, permeable space Sai and Gyan have 
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erected for themselves in one another. A new meaning emerges when authors such as 

Jahnavi Misra write that “Gyan is in love with her, but also sees in her the betrayal 

against which he is fighting” (344). What Gyan is fighting can be considered not only in 

terms of the cultural mode as Misra intends it, Gyan the “traditionalist” warring against 

the Westernized Sai, but also in terms of a gendered mode of Gyan and the GNLF’s 

aggressive masculinity fighting against Sai’s intrusive femininity. Joining the GNLF, 

becoming “one of the boys” leads directly into a violent dismissal of his previous, more 

gender ambiguous activities: “It was a masculine atmosphere and Gyan felt a moment of 

shame remembering his tea parties with Sai on the veranda, the cheese toast, queen cakes 

from the baker, and even worse, the small warm space they inhabited together, the 

nursery talk” (177). That small warm space – what in Schiller’s terms would be 

“horizontally open and permeable” (41) and “a space for (gender) reverie, for 

transformation, and for improvisation” (36) – is disassembled by Gyan’s desire for 

solidarity within this GNLF brotherhood, a space that comes at the cost of the 

ambiguities and intermixture which his love for Sai represents.  

 This is not to say that solidarity comes easy for Gyan, however. Indeed, it would 

seem that normative masculinity and its implication in the framework of revolutionary 

brotherhood would only further Gyan’s feelings of uncertainty and loss of fixity. For on 

the one hand pursuing this heterosexual relationship would place Gyan firmly within 

normative masculinity, becoming “one of the boys” in asserting his heterosexuality – yet 

at the same time such pursuits become blurred when viewed through the distinctly 

homosocial lens of the rhetoric of brotherhood as espoused by groups such as the GNLF. 
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The ideal revolutionary community is comprised of brothers, couched in masculine 

rhetoric, yet paradoxically in a certain sense that masculinity can only be validated by 

interaction with those outside of the ideal homosocial circle. In effect Gyan and his 

fellow revolutionaries are faced with a paradox – to assert their normative heterosexuality 

is to deny the homosocial space they seek to cultivate in their revolution, yet that 

homosocial space cannot function in its normative masculinity without this element of the 

heterosexual notion of “conquest”.  

 As if to reconcile with this paradox, Sai represents for Gyan precisely what the 

GNLF stand against, the invasive feminine and Western presence that threatens the 

stability of Gorkha brotherhood and thus the future Gorkha nation: “She was defining his 

hatred, he thought. Through her, he caught sight of it – oh – and then he couldn’t resist 

sharpening it, if only for clarity’s sake” (Desai 191, emphasis mine). That Gyan can 

articulate his apparent hatred of Sai and what she represents as equivalent to the 

acquisition of clarity should come as no surprise, considering that the whole mission of 

the rhetoric of brotherhood is to provide stability with exactly this sort of clarity of 

thought which can mend the paradox plaguing the project of revolutionary brotherhood. 

What follows is that this clarity of thought is protected at all costs as a form of solid 

knowledge, where “The characters who most desire solid knowledge establish and defend 

its solidarity by means of suppression, deliberately pushing a thought out of their 

consciousness” (Spielman 76). Spielman’s quote is particularly apt for Gyan whose 

“desire to escape this complexity [e.g. of the ambiguity represented by his relationship 

with Sai] and to understand himself more simply greatly contributes to his enthusiasm for 
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and involvement in the Gorkha National Liberation Front” (Spielman 83). In his quest for 

solid knowledge, in finding something simple and concise to believe in and hold onto, 

Gyan abandons himself to this androcentric rhetoric of brotherhood.  

 While all of this paints a very monolithic picture of the role the GNLF plays 

within the novel, it would be wrong to say that this is all Desai has to offer in terms of her 

examination of this revolutionary movement and of this idea of an androcentric 

humanism in general. For even within the GNLF’s rigid construction of brotherhood 

there exists an undercurrent of ambiguity and femininity, even as those involved seek to 

preserve their normative conceptions of masculinity. Take for example the GNLF boys 

who intrude on the mountain home of Cho Oyu and hold Sai, her grandfather, and their 

cook at gunpoint. While the revolutionaries certainly exert a degree of agency, that 

aggressively masculine script they extract and distill from Hollywood action movies such 

as Rambo, there is nevertheless a fragility to the roles they seek to fulfill, as can be seen 

when they first see Sai’s dog Mutt: “The oldest of them looked under twenty, and one 

yelp from Mutt, they screamed like a bunch of schoolgirls, retreated down the steps to 

cower behind the bushes blurred by mist” (Desai 5).  

The GNLF boys are disarmed, not merely in the sense that they are revealed to be 

unsure and uncertain of the script they are to follow, but also in that their static masculine 

persona crumbles around them, if only for a second. They “screamed like a bunch of 

schoolgirls,” and in so doing unravel the façade of solid knowledge they had placed 

between themselves and the world through a combination of the script of the machismo-

filled action hero and the script of the violent and powerful brother of the cause. 
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Femininity finds its way even into this rigid construction, the façade does not last long 

when faced with an event such as a dog suddenly barking which does not fit within the 

confines of the script passed down to them by Rambo and their GNLF brothers alike. The 

easy breakdown of the masculine script highlights the inherent fragility of this attempted 

claim to absolute agency and power for the nationalist brotherhood. The GNLF boys may 

believe in the rigidity of their cause and of the masculine value of brotherhood they 

adhere to, but once faced with adversity they reveal the ambiguity which their script 

sought to submerge: that there is a femininity within them, just as there is a masculinity, 

in spite of their attempts to believe otherwise in taking on the character of the righteous 

action hero.  

 Upending the built-in assumptions of the GNLF brotherhood, exposing both the 

contours of its creation and the contradictory elements that prevail within even its most 

solid structures, Desai thus underscores the principle idea that “Purity of answer was a 

false quest” (65). Even the most violent and aggressive attempt at asserting this praxis of 

masculinity and brotherhood, as exemplified by the GNLF, is riddled with contradictions, 

fluidity, and ambiguities that lie just below the surface of the carefully constructed scripts 

those GNLF boys follow. For these scripts entrench oneself in the belief that there is 

some easy solution which only need be followed, an androcentric brotherhood they create 

as a solution to the crisis of stability, losing sight of the fact that Gyan and Sai are “Just 

ordinary humans in ordinary opaque boiled-egg light, without grace, without revelation, 

composite of contradictions… desiring comfort as much as raw austerity, authenticity, as 

much as playacting, coziness of family as much as to abandon it forever” (283-284). That 
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is to say, they exist in this permeable, contradictory, and ambiguous space, composite of 

both feminine and masculine, which seeps through regardless of attempts to simplify it.  

 As such, we may move closer towards what can be called a truly human 

humanism – that is, a humanism that need not be weighed down by a rhetoric of a 

favored collective, that does not need to subsume the idea of gender and elide the 

feminine and the figure of woman as the humanisms of Fanon and Césaire do – while still 

tackling issues such as intrinsic humanity and national pride. It is the humanism of Sai 

and Gyan, of knowing that contradictions are an ever-present part of being human (as 

opposed to eliding contradiction as with the GNLF) and that one need not shun these 

contradictions in trying to find stability, for stability is even possible within contradiction 

and ambiguity. Within the confines of Cho Oyu a space is briefly erected where Sai and 

Gyan are permitted to become one, to melt into one another and to embrace the 

contradictions which comprise them yet also draw them towards one another. I believe it 

is this very space that represents a positive push towards that more inclusive, more 

universal humanism. It is to say that one need not speak of “man”, but once again of 

“humanity”, a humanity which is united in its separateness, and in the contradictions that 

arise when these separations entangle and melt together into something new.   

 The Inheritance of Loss thus participates in what can be seen as a critical 

reexamination of the rhetoric of revolution (and, vitally, the identity formation which 

comes about through revolution) as espoused by writers such as Fanon. Namely, the 

novel injects into the equation ideas of ambiguity and permeability, where once may have 

existed a rigid desire for absolute certainty. Indeed, part of the (at time scathing) critical 
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lens through which Desai molds her conceptualization of the revolutionary is an attention 

to the absurdity people such as Gyan navigate in order to frame themselves in this highly 

static way. Gyan, and the GNLF comrades which he temporarily aligns himself with, 

reveal their insecurities at the precise moment when they commit themselves to this 

absolute sense of powerful masculinity – they take up the mantle of the action hero, and 

the virtuously masculine qualities implied therein, without realizing that in doing so they 

transform themselves into caricatures parading around in Hollywood-crafted guises. 

Ambiguity, and the humanism present within its recognition, brings to the forefront the 

assumptions which are prevalent within revolutionary discourse, and thus within the 

masculinist rhetoric upon which those ideas of revolution are built and maintained.  

 In this way, this shift towards the ambiguous and a more inclusive humanism 

shaped by transitivity can be seen as a response to a broader spectrum of colonialist 

discourse. That is to say, a more humanist humanism – as explicated through the 

malleability presented through Sai and Gyan’s relationship – must necessarily deal with 

the cultural baggage of imperialism and its attendant factors, a crucial one of which being 

what Joseph Valente refers to in the title of his book The Myth of Manliness in Irish 

National Culture. While geographically disconnected, Ireland and India nevertheless 

share a kind of history within the realm of imperialist doctrine, that of an over-arching 

influence within both regions of Great Britain. As such, in both instances both can be 

seen as existing within a kind of cultural paradigm of manliness, cultivated in England 

during the Victorian era and spreading across the whole swathe of its empire (and in the 

case of Desai’s work, being left as a remnant to ironically be taken up by those who seek 
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to dismantle the remaining imperialist structures and the subsequent creation of a new 

Gorkha state). The myth of manliness is thus a recognition of the Victorian ideal of 

manly behavior as a very explicitly constructed entity, a tool of colonization which was 

disseminated throughout the British isles, and later found its way along imperial 

pathways and into the colonies.  

 As Valente himself notes, manliness in this conception “was not a fundamentally 

ontological category, as one side assumes, nor a fundamentally ethical category, as the 

other side avers, but a fundamentally ideological category” (2, emphasis in original). 

Manliness, and the ideal of masculinity as expressed previously, is ideologically inflected 

across its vector point, i.e. places such as Ireland and India which became defined within 

the colonialist conception as unlike the homeland of England and thus as unworthy of the 

ideals of manliness (and thus agency and power) exemplified by the English people. It is 

not a matter of what is ethically right or categorically true, so much as what was deemed 

ideologically satisfactory to the exaltation of the English way of life and its people, a kind 

of manifestation of the inherent right of the colonizer to rule over the colonized through 

an expression of the colonizer’s inherent power through manly virtue. Manliness can 

almost be seen as an all-consuming need from this initial Victorian conceptualization 

onward, a need which can never truly be satisfied because manliness “paradoxically 

represented both the consummation of the masculine condition, its perfection if you will, 

and a sublation of the masculine condition into a loftier form” (Valente 2). The myth of 

manliness is always there, yet also always out of reach, in such a way that the stabilizing 

factor permitted by it being exalted is kept secure.  
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 Valente goes on to note that the “ideal of manhood, in sum, consisted in the 

simultaneous necessity for and achievement of a vigilant, rational self-control – in strong 

passion strongly checked” (3, emphasis in original). Playing the part of the ideal 

masculine character involves more than just the normative values which are assigned to 

typified masculine action (e.g. revolution) but the ability to mask and subsume those 

passions in an ongoing narrative of control and conquest – in this case, conquest over 

oneself in transforming oneself into that ideal masculine form, passionate yet stoic in not 

letting that passion be overwhelming. As a cultural logic passed down from the pathways 

of colonialist control and inculcated through the ideology of English imperialism, the 

typifying gesture towards masculinity as control as power/agency (and revolution as 

typically masculine) comes to be then further enforced through other mediums such as 

the action film. The action hero serves as the locus through which this cultural logic may 

come to assert itself, a logic not inherently or solely tied to issues of colonialist doctrine 

but certainly imbedded within its inner-most structures: that of a desire for control and 

the power which is afforded through that control over others, over those deemed Other 

and therefore lesser than oneself, a notion which unfortunately gets permeated throughout 

discourses which otherwise seek remuneration and subjecthood for those subjugated 

Others. 

 It should come as no surprise then, in keeping with the logics implanted within 

revolutionary discourse of the primacy of masculine bravado (exemplified through the 

action hero), that individuals such as Gyan and his GNLF compatriots would latch onto 

the rigid homosocial boundaries of the brotherhood as a means of self-actualization. If the 
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case may be that “as the condition of personal independence, manliness could and did 

emerge as a leading trope of national self-determination” (Valente 9) within the discourse 

of Victorian society’s growing trend towards exceptionalism and the colonizer’s burden 

of rule, then that exact same sort of drive towards absolute self-determination can also be 

seen manifesting here in the form of the revolutionary brotherhood. Personal 

independence, the gift of agency so desired by those such as the GNLF who faced ethnic 

discrimination as a minority group, becomes inextricably tied to the independence of the 

group. 

This is a group which, in this relentless drive towards agency as violence in the 

mold of the prototypical action hero, becomes incredibly gendered and exclusionary. Sai, 

ironically enough given her demonized status as the representation of colonialist 

remnants in India, becomes the means through which Gyan hopes to actualize this highly 

colonialist desire for manliness as self-determination, a desire which as can be seen in 

Valente can be traced back to distinctly English ideas of selfhood and the establishment 

of self through designating oneself as superior to those around them. The cultural logic of 

colonialism persists, simply becoming twisted through a revolutionary doctrine which 

sees the schoolyard playmates of Thomas Arnold’s Rugby School transformed into the 

band of brothers seeking liberation from oppression.  

 Desai’s intervention into revolutionary discourse as espoused by writers such as 

Fanon, as well as into its antecedent in the myth of manliness perpetuated throughout 

Victorian England and instilled throughout its colonial endeavors, thus takes the form of 

a recognition of the inherent ambiguity upon which this performance of masculine 
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revolution rests. Through Gyan the reader is confronted with a sense of liminality which 

Gyan himself does not want to acknowledge or embrace, for doing so would mean the 

dissolution of this rigid (yet coherent) system of masculinity set out for him in taking up 

the cause of the GNLF and being among his brothers. The call to revolution, to call to 

Gorkhaland for Gorkhas, is a call that recognizes implicitly that one is “overdetermined 

from without” (Fanon Black Skin, White Masks 116) within the colonialist paradigm, with 

liberation then being the means through which one may become a self-determining agent.  

Yet this self-determining exists in a critical conjuncture with the troubling logic 

instilled by the inherent gendering of that revolution, and thus of the agency and power of 

actualization which is entrenched within revolutionary thought and action. Gyan’s failure 

can be seen as the failure to move passed the pitfalls which plague this masculinized 

construction of the homosocial revolutionary brotherhood, and beyond the tenants of that 

brotherhood which would see him ostracize and grow to hate Sai merely for what she 

would seem to represent. Ambiguity threatens the stability of these performative 

structures, of how masculinity and revolution are conceived as intertwined, and The 

Inheritance of Loss serves to cast a harsh light on the liminal space which could have 

been constructed yet was halted by this overwhelming drive towards revolutionary 

brotherhood.   
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Coming-Around-the-Bend: The Fossil Record and Experiencing the 

Land in dg nanouk okpik’s corpse whale 

 

 Arthur Sze, in his forward to dg nanouk okpik’s corpse whale, describes the idea 

of a poem as a kind of “fossil record” an “intriguing one,” but concludes that “mere 

retrieval from the past is insufficient to fulfill the visionary quest of the speaker” (viii). 

The poetry of okpik is a fossil record, insofar as it digs into the sediment of Iñupiaq 

tradition to address contemporary concerns, but in addressing that contemporary reality 

the poetry is to be seen as somehow overcoming the past that would only serve to tie it 

down: “the poem may resemble the fossil record, but, instead of merely recording, the 

poem enacts a record of consciousness that leads to revelation” (Sze viii). Immediately 

one is met with an ultimatum, that viewing okpik’s poetry merely as a fossil record is a 

misleading path to take, for doing so would deny her poetry revelatory power and 

poignancy in a contemporary mindset. The triumph of corpse whale as a whole, as it is 

elaborated by Sze, is that it does not get overly bogged down in this fossil record, that it 

does not allow itself to be too entrenched within the past – for the past, at least as it is 

imagined here, can only serve as a quaint historical recording, good for seeing where one 

has been, but with little in the way of pointing towards where one needs to go to 

experience this revelatory consciousness.  

 While it is certainly difficult to deny that the anthology exists “in pursuit of 

origins,” (Sze viii) origins which inevitably reach towards aspects of Iñupiaq tradition, 
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one is urged not to become too attached to that point of origin, that historical past which 

can drag the poetry down to the sediment. Rather, it is to be understood as “an earth-

centered poetry with urgency and with a flair for conflating the natural world with the 

mythic world of creation” (Sze viii). okpik’s poetry is granted a sense of immediacy and 

power, but only so long as that power is positioned in relation to a contemporary reality 

firmly set apart from the past, whether that past be historicized or mythologized (or, as 

the case may be here, both at once). Before a line of poetry is even read, before okpik 

herself can unfold the world she creates within her poetry, it would seem that it becomes 

necessary to dissociate the natural from the mythical, as well as the past from the present 

and future.  

 It is with this separation in mind that I turn to corpse whale, not to confirm that 

okpik writes powerfully in spite of a tradition and a historical/mythical past that would 

drag her down, but to challenge the idea that one need view her poetry through such a 

stark distinction in the first place. For is it not hasty to immediately place okpik at odds 

with the past, to speak as though the designation of fossil record is a mark of shame that 

must be qualified and surpassed at all costs? Why must we see the “natural world” and 

the “mythical world of creation” as distinct categories, to be conflated but never 

conjoined? The fossil record need not merely be a recording, good for documentation and 

little else, just as the past need not be a detriment to the contemporary poignancy of a 

poet’s work – and to claim otherwise, as the forward to corpse whale seems to do, is to 

place the work within a continuity of Eurocentric thought which I hope to elaborate on 

and problematize.  
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 Jasmine Johnston’s review of corpse whale provides one such example of this 

Eurocentric thought, however researched well-intentioned it may have been. Narrating 

the process of reading through and trying to come to an understanding of the anthology’s 

more oblique content, Johnston describes it as such: “the book is both surreal and mythic; 

it is complex, recondite, knowledgeable, passionate,” (112) with okpik’s poetics as 

“always a merging” (114). Offhandedly Johnston centers her discussion of the poems, 

and her central thesis on their overlying composition, on the idea that they represent a 

reality other than our own – they are both mythic and “surreal,” something beyond the 

realms of our understanding of reality, which in itself automatically presupposes a 

singular reality upon which the work can be measured. In effect, Western reality is 

transformed into the reality, the scale upon which the poetry is then tested and deemed 

surreal, which all the implications that such a word brings to the forefront. Iñupiaq 

traditions and Iñupiaq lifeways, so far as they are replicated, represented, or otherwise 

rewritten in okpik’s poetry, become consigned to a matter of surreality, valuable insofar 

as they make good fodder for poetic stylings, but nevertheless existing outside and 

beyond the “real” world.  

 This in turn points to a larger scale problem of Western perception of indigenous 

experience, namely that whatever does not fit within the Western conceptions of time and 

space is to be either condemned as aberrant or relegated to a sub-nominal status under 

Western “reality”. The clearest invocation of this concept is in the term mythic, used both 

by Sze and Johnston to describe okpik’s poetics. As Catherine Rainwater notes in 

Dreams of Fiery Stars, “Especially for the Eurocentric reader, myth and history 
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presuppose quite different logonomic systems” (14). Myth and history – and by the same 

token, myth and reality – become two distinct and mutually exclusive entities 

encompassing two entirely different worldviews, with the latter expressing a greater 

degree of “truth”. For when considering these two logonomic systems and how they 

function in Western society, it is the mythic which is clearly delineated as “superstition,” 

a product of a cultural and historical past which has since been discarded in favor of 

history and its presumptions towards a shared objective reality. 

 That is, “the typical western reader sees myth as ‘imaginary’ and narrative as 

mimetic, if not literally true” (Rainwater 14-15) which is then further bolstered by the 

idea that “western narrative rests on a ground of assumptions about authority” (Rainwater 

5). The Western narrative of history is evaluated to be true, whether factually or 

metaphorically so, and it is through this truth value that the narrative assumes for itself 

and for its author a degree of authority. The mythical, meanwhile, does not so readily 

possess such a degree of authoritative judgment, configured as it is within the Western 

imaginary as fictitious, a product of a distant past which has since been transgressed and 

suppressed by Enlightenment reasoning. It is in this way that the logonomic system of 

myth comes to almost be despised as an indicator that one’s work has no bearing on 

contemporary reality, that it is hopelessly entrenched within the fossil record so as to be 

useless, which leads to statements such as Sze’s “rescuing” of corpse whale by 

obfuscating or otherwise qualifying whatever mythical elements may be perceived in 

okpik’s writing.  
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 As such, this kind of rhetorical movement must be understood as something more 

than just a desire to make okpik more appealing to a contemporary readership unused to 

Iñupiaq conceptions of reality; for embedded within that notion is a much larger and 

problematic idea, that of an evaluation of Iñupiaq reality as something less than real, 

something “mythical” and bound to a past which is useless in a Western, post-

Enlightenment world. In essence, the Iñupiat – by way of an evaluation of their cultural 

heritage and continuing cultural values – are designated as a part of the fossil record, as 

one part of the larger indigenous picture which entails what Vine Deloria, Jr. refers to as 

the Western educational practice which “taught them that almost almost all the Indians 

were dead, so they promptly began to search for dead Indians” (God Is Red 13). The 

Native is made to be a part of that surreality mentioned above, as a part of the distant past 

which cannot possibly still exist within contemporary reality, fossilized and left inert 

within Western, Eurocentric conceptions of reality. 

 Stephen Jay Gould, in his book Time’s Arrow, Time’s Cycle, offers one vantage 

point through which we might come to understand this reality further, described by Gould 

in terms of a deep time which “is so alien that we can only really comprehend it as 

metaphor” (3). Deep time offers us a reference point for the severance between the reality 

of the present and the reality of the past, by which the past is described as “an almost 

incomprehensible immensity, with human habitation restricted to a millimicrosecond at 

the very end” (2). The past becomes cloaked in the language of the sublime, however 

literal Gould might be when he describes the immensity by which time is to be 

understood in terms of the whole history of the world. In a certain sense this sublime 
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apprehension of deep time could be equated to the mythical, if only to recognize that in 

both instances the past is recognized as being so deeply beyond oneself that it becomes 

relegated to hearsay and speculation. 

 Speculation, as it would have it, becomes the purview by which contemporary 

society can establish its authority in demarcating the present from the past, described by 

Gould as employing the techniques of the geologist and the paleontologist to “enlarge 

time” just as physics served to “expand space” (154). That is, deep time to a certain 

degree becomes manageable within the tenets of Western reality by means of the 

paleontological record by which “no other aspect of geology seems so clearly progressive 

in our usual, vernacular sense” (137). The fossil record exists as a validation of time, as 

part of time’s arrow which progresses throughout time in a linear arc, as well as a 

validation of the Western conception of time as endlessly moving forward. For what 

suggests this more than artifacts which have been preserved in time out of time, and 

which present themselves to contemporary society as a sign of the present being free 

from the clutches of a past now rendered inert, defenseless in the face of contemporary 

paleontologists’ authority which renders them little more than historical record? 

 While this process of laying claims of authority over the fossil record may seem 

innocuous at first, it is important to recognize as Vine Deloria, Jr. did the equivalence of 

Native peoples and their various cultures and these kinds of fossil records. Describing the 

actions of the red power movement, and specifically the Trail of Broken Treaties in the 

fall of 1972, Deloria describes the aftermath as such: “People simply could not connect 

what they believed Indians to be with what they were seeing on their television sets” 
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(God is Red 32). It is not simply a matter of outrage or confusion over the actions taken 

in the occupation of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) headquarters in Washington, but 

an immense confusion more generally over a Native presence within the 20th century that 

stands incongruous with the common perception of what a Native is supposed to be. 

There exists a profound dissonance between imagined Native peoples and flesh and blood 

reality, precisely because indigenous peoples have come to be seen through media and 

the popular perception bred through the media as relics of the past, set completely apart 

from the modernizing influences of the last two centuries.   

 It is precisely this kind of mythologizing of Native peoples that Norman Denzin 

speaks out against in Indians on Display, using Buffalo Bill’s Wild West as a concrete 

example through which “Sitting Bull, like the other Indians who performed in Cody’s 

show, was trapped in a mythic past, in a fictional story. He was not allowed to be 

himself” (15). Authority is thus divested in men such as William Cody, an authority 

which speaks not only to the sovereign claims to land signaled by manifest destiny, but 

also to a sovereign claim to the peoples which inhabited that landscape – put simply, it is 

the ability to transform Sitting Bull from a thinking individual, someone with a distinct 

past and present, and strips away that present in order to craft an on-stage spectacle of a 

foregone past. In this way “The White Man had the burden of finding a symbolic place 

for the Indian” (Denzin 31), with the Wild West show being one such manifestation of 

that symbolic act of authority which “like the classical minstrel show, locks the person of 

color in a violent past, trapped in an essentializing set of identities” (Denzin 27).  
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 The mythologizing of indigenous peoples, be it the Lakota as with Sitting Bull or 

(as the case may be) the Iñupiat of okpik, can thus be seen as a kind of totalizing gesture; 

any sort of individual circumstance or experience becomes consumed within this all-

encompassing desire for all things Native to be a product of some imagined cultural and 

historical past – a past which can then be comfortably disconnected from the present, a 

fossil record that does not reach to the uppermost layer that is contemporary society. 

Karen Poremski, in her article Voicing the Bones, approaches this idea specifically from 

the perspective of the sciences, noting that “Traditionally, fields such as anthropology, 

archeology, science, and history have treated Native people as objects to be studied, 

manipulated, and narrated” (2). The distinction here is important, because by this token it 

is not that Native peoples are metaphorically conceived of as products of a distant past. 

Rather more insidiously, Native peoples are seemingly taken as literal relics, every aspect 

of their being – from their spiritual culture to their material culture to their very bodies – 

is taken as a sign of the anachronistic, quaint symbols of a long-gone past which are 

subject to the authority wielded by Western modernity.  

 It is because of this that one cannot simply assume a dispassionate approach to 

these topics of archeology and anthropology, divorcing oneself from the human element 

of these living peoples, for they are just that: living beings, not specters of a dead and 

inert tradition, nor a fossil record that can speak no objections to the manipulative touch 

of these sciences. The “ideas about who the Native is… arise in an already value-laden 

system in which certain traits and behaviors are seen as civilized while others are 

characterized as primitive” (Poremski 5), and it this notion of primitivity which becomes 
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so distressing when considering the approach to Native peoples and their cultural heritage 

– for the immediate assumption is that these cultural heritages are synonymous with the 

fossil record, pieces to be placed in a museum as there supposedly no longer exists a 

tradition which can sustain them outside of the Western schema of the museum exhibit.  

 For as Catherine Rainwater notes, “The museum… is a fascinating semiotic site 

inscribed with Eurocentric meanings and values” (124) which involves the reduction of 

tribal peoples “not merely to constricted reservation (horizontal) space, but to a world of 

shrunken metaphysical (vertical) dimensions” (127). The museum, as the privileged 

landscape for these Native “artifacts,” is effectively transformed into the facilitator of this 

shrunken dimension of Native experience, in the sense that what is sought within the 

context of the museum is the reduction of indigenous culture through an essentializing of 

the materials therein. That is, the landscape of these Native peoples (at least so far as it 

concerns the popular Western imaginary) is no longer that of a living world, the hills and 

valleys and rivers which populate the land, for the idea of that living world has been 

subsumed under Western modernity and the tenets of manifest destiny to sweep away 

native claims to that land; rather, the Native landscape becomes the exhibits which line 

the halls of these museums, encased and pristinely maintained but without any 

pretentions towards any sort of living, breathing tradition – for the very existence of the 

museum serves to try to detain that tradition within a very particular span of time and 

space, that being the point at which those artifacts were collected and put on display for a 

Western audience. 
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 How can it be that such a severe shrinking of metaphysical dimensions is not only 

allowed and encouraged, but cloaked in such a way that this mythologizing process goes 

completely unnoticed by so many people, even those ostensibly cognizant of the 

struggles of Native sovereignty and agency? This reaches into what I believe to be one of 

the main contentions entrenched within Western thought which serves to mediate this 

process of turning Native cultures into static Indians on display, and which moreover 

okpik looks to thoroughly dismantle within her poetry: the concept referred to by Stephen 

Jay Gould as non-overlapping magisteria (NOMA). NOMA proposes the idea that the 

“lack of conflict between science and religion arises from a lack of overlap between their 

respective domains of professional expertise” (Gould 271); any contention between the 

two misses the point of that expertise, and wrongly assumes that advanced in either 

domain are to be seen as a slight or challenge to the other. Gould goes on to explain that 

“The net of science covers the empirical realm: what is the universe made of (fact) and 

why does it work that way (theory)” (274), whereas the net of religion is that is the 

institution of systems of morality and ethics upon which people should ideally live.  

 The main contention here, and what is vital in moving forward towards the Native 

counterpoint to NOMA, is that religious experience is immediately located within the 

confines of a Western, Judeo-Christian framework. Religion for Gould is transcendental 

and moral, not experiential – good for laying down the tenets of appropriate action within 

a religious community, but actions which in their displacement from “what the universe 

is made of” are immediately deprived of any possibility for spiritual experience tied to 

the land. The split advocated by NOMA presupposes that it is only natural that science is 
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the realm of physical reality and earthly experience, leaving religion and spirituality as 

the domains of some disembodied sublime ideal.  

As Deloria points out, this Judeo-Christian categorization has no true correlative 

within pan-tribal religious thought and experience: for “Thousands of years of occupancy 

on their lands taught tribal peoples the sacred landscapes for which they were responsible 

and gradually the structure of ceremonial reality became clear” (God is Red 67). Living 

on the land is synonymous with religious experience; and in the same vein religious 

experience is immediate and evident, deriving from a direct connection to an 

understanding of one’s place upon the land. Spirituality and an understanding of one’s 

position within spiritual life is not disembodied, and indeed cannot be disembodied in the 

way Gould describes the magisteria of religion. The empirical realm and the lands which 

make up its purview cannot, at least from a tribal perspective, be completely divorced 

from how one experiences that land and how they look towards that land for spiritual 

meaning and fulfillment. “It was not what people believed to be true that was important 

but what they experienced as true” (Deloria God Is Red 67), and it is by this measure 

more than any other that I believe the mythologizing of Native peoples – and the 

underlying Western assumptions regarding the separation of spirituality from physicality 

expressed by concepts such as NOMA – can be rightly challenged. 

For the separation of spirituality from physicality invokes what Linda Tuhiwai 

Smith (Ngāti Awa) refers to as “the ways we try to understand the world” which are 

“reduced to issues of measurement, the focus of understanding [becoming] more 

concerned with procedural problems” (42). The spiritual, as a way to understand the 
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world, ceases to be a meaningful qualifier for understanding within the Western 

conception of religion, which then leaves those who use this kind of spirituality as a way 

of being equally diminished. These peoples become locked in space and time, one’s 

authenticity as a Native defined by the belief that “indigenous cultures cannot change, 

cannot recreate themselves and still claim to be indigenous” (Smith 74). For their way of 

understanding the world is necessarily devalued within the Eurocentric divide between a 

post-Enlightenment rational reality lived in and experienced by contemporary society and 

a caricature of a distant, mythical past that indigenous peoples supposedly inhabit, as 

little more than fossils to be examined and recorded for posterity’s sake.   

If it is indeed the case that “Indigenous modes of history and place-making are 

dismissed by coding them as an enduring, racially transmitted incapacity for civilization” 

(Rifkin “Duration of the Land” 38) and that “dominant discourses of time translate 

Indianness as a form of nondevelopment” (Rifkin “Duration of the Land” 41), then it is 

equally important that one recognize that writers such as dg nanouk okpik can provide 

counterpoints of their own against these Eurocentric conceptions, offering up their own 

rewritings of reality that refuse to exist in silence or be relegated to the fossil record or 

the museum exhibit. Note that this is not to say that okpik’s work as an Iñupiaq poet is to 

be viewed as entirely synonymous with the work of continental Native poets, nor that the 

positionality of the Iñupiat tradition in Alaska is exactly that of, say, that of the Ojibwe or 

the Lakota. Each clearly operates within its own unique sense of place and the people’s 

orientation within that place – to argue otherwise would be to engage in yet another act of 

essentialization, painting countless diverse and complex cultures with too wide a brush. 
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Nevertheless, it can be recognized that at the very least it is within the Western viewpoint 

that these disparate tribes are essentialized, reduced to a singular understanding of what 

constitutes “authentic” Nativeness, and so one may say that indigenous peoples are all 

together in their conscious dismissal of being treated as ancient objects for display.  

 It is with this in mind that we now turn to okpik’s work in particular, so as to 

understand it from the viewpoint of a celebration of Iñupiaq tradition and culture – not in 

the sense that Arthur Sze gives of a turning away from the “mere” recording of the past, 

but in the recognition of a past which is always inhabiting and shaping the present and the 

future. Put simply, corpse whale serves as a reminder that “sacred objects, human 

remains, and Native people are speaking subjects, alive and feeling and worthy of 

empathy and respect” (Poremski 2), with the ideas of the power of shared experience and 

the co-relatedness (and concreteness) of all things being particularly important to okpik 

and the Iñupiaq tradition, as will be elaborated upon. 

 As Hiroko Ikuta notes in her study of Iñupiaq and Yupik dance, “the environment 

is neither a separate domain from the one in which humans live, nor something that 

humans construct in their minds” (56). Spatiality is important not simply by virtue of 

some theoretical “connection” between humans and the land they lived on, this divide 

between a mundane world inhabited by humanity and a world outside of that civilization 

has its antecedents located firmly within the spectrum of Western culture; mundane is a 

sense ceases to be a valid qualifier in the same way that “sacred” might be, insofar as 

each of these terms do not address the sheer concrete materiality by which the land is to 

be a part of one’s experience of Iñupiaq life. Attempts to displace land from this 
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pragmatic approach to the factual reality of one’s experience with the land is succinctly 

articulated by okpik in the second part of the poem “An Anatkuq’s Marionette of Death,” 

wherein the narrator describes her situation as such: “She/I feel/s out of place, out of 

land, out of past” (92). A dissociation from the land is a dissociation from one’s sense of 

understanding, of knowing where one has been, where one is, and where one will one day 

be. Land, at least as it is conceived by okpik here, cannot be separate from these notions 

of time and space, which then calls attention to the act of creating a disembodied 

landscape (i.e. a landscape deprived of its experiential qualities) that gets perpetuated 

through Western doctrine.  

 The contraction of time and space is only furthered by the belief that “the present 

is viewed through the lens of past experiences, expectations, events, places, and objects 

that are part of a collective history” (Lyons 25). The past comes to partly construct the 

present, not merely in the sense that the past informs the present (where the past is then 

relegated to being little more than a referent to set in contrast to the present, as is the case 

with the fossil record), but rather that the past and the present are inexorably linked in 

terms of how people actually experience life around them. Such a convergence between 

past, present, and future denies any possibility of their separation, for each exists as part 

of a continuum which endlessly feeds one segment into the other, as okpik makes 

abundantly clear in her poetry.  

For example, in “Moon of the Returning Sun,” the narrative is framed in such a 

way that the present, past, and future intersect and intertwine: “A view from two sides of 

Polaris, it is said: / the living awaits destined relatives to retort,” where they “wait for 
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those / who-are-coming-around-the-bend” (okpik 19, emphasis in original). Time is 

presented as inherently cyclical in nature, with space accommodating that cycle through 

the image of the bend, but it should be noted that this cycle is not presented as some sort 

of mystical, detached experience. There is no prophecy of an eventual arrival, but a story 

of an inevitable returning as part of a kind of cosmic dialogue, a dialogue which Lisa 

Stevenson points towards in describing Inuit community as that which “depends on our 

terrifying ability to call on each other and, thus, to bring human life into existence” (605).  

In essence this would mean that “being and becoming as are overlapping 

activities; personhood is performed,” (Hill 46) wherever that performance might exist on 

this spectrum of those who wait and those who are coming. Community, and the culture 

which spawns from that communal identity, then does not simply reproduce itself in a 

vacuum as might be suggest through the detached experience of divine revelation. Instead 

it comes to constitute how one experiences time and space, and it is the individuals who 

make up that community who create it. In the example of okpik’s poem it is the living 

peoples and the coming peoples both who engage in this act of community building, a 

constitution of the world in which they live through an active dialogue with one another 

as they continually “come-around-the-bend”.  

 Similarly, this communal coexistence extends beyond the relationship between 

those in the present and those about to be, as these relationships are equally facilitated by 

the precedence of those who existed before. In “Drying Magma Near Illiamna,” okpik 

articulates the process by which “Samna’s craters of solar dust collect sonic / whale 

songs. Throat murmurs of old / weathered ladies wearing moose hides, / flowered scarves 
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walking rocking / in a billowed gait like bold Bering mastodons / galloping across 

Skeleton Butte as bone mares” (29, emphasis in original). The narrator of the poem 

coexists in dialogue with these weathered old ladies singing the songs of old and 

symbolized through what in the Western lexicon would signal an inherently static image 

of the past: the mastodon, long since extinct and left as nothing but a fossil record to 

examine. Yet in the poem itself the mastodons are well and truly alive, their actions 

described as if they are in the middle of doing these actions, not that they had long since 

been done.  

It is as though they are yet still galloping across the landscape, marking the terrain 

with their existence, which stands in direct opposition to their status as unchanging fossils 

with no impact on contemporary reality. In the same way that “Land has the ability to 

short-circuit logical processes; it enables us to apprehend underlying unities we did not 

suspect” (Deloria For This Land 251), so too can it be said that these underlying unities 

expand the possibility for communion on that land. For the land is not simply made up of 

those who live on it now, but in a very real way is constructed of those who lived on it 

prior as well as those who one day seek to inherit it. The underlying unity of the land is 

the ability of okpik’s narrator to engage in this dialogue, to be able to see the weathered 

old ladies and hear their throat murmurs, and from that point engage with that past in a 

meaningful and experiential way.  

Part of reworking how one views landscape, and by that measure reworking how 

one views indigenous life and experience, involves understanding “a key aspect of 

colonialism, which is that it systematically works to separate bodies from land” 
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(Desbiens 366) through the process of the categorization of land as synonymous with the 

fossil record – and, as described above, the process of making the fossil record an 

indicator of an unchanging indigenous past to set apart from Western modernity. In the 

poem “III,” part of a series of poems focused around the Ceprano Man, the clear 

separation between present and past, between authoritative speaker for the dead and inert 

fossil is disrupted when one can “hear them laughing / those bones bones / a baby’s brain 

capacity / seething as you / hold it in / your hands like a fossil / finger the ridge of its 

brow. / Does it feel warm like mine?” (okpik 7-8) The image of the Ceprano Man and the 

skull left behind, separated from the discoverer by 900,000 years, nevertheless takes on a 

sort of life that prevents any easy association between it and the fossil record. The bones 

are animate, they laugh and they seethe, the ridge of the skull’s brow ceasing to be 

different from the brow of the narrator – an equation of the living and the dead as existing 

in tandem with one another, so that the dead are no longer subjected to continued 

objectification. 

That is to say, within the context of a communal tradition, one which recognizes a 

cyclicality apparent within all facets of lived experience, one need not see those bones as 

inherently inanimate. They, like every other part of the landscape, exist in a larger 

continuum of life, one which accounts for all things and in doing so unifies all things; 

those bones are what came before, what produced the soil that people now stand on, 

which makes them as much a part of the continued perseverance of life as any living 

being. If the “feeling of unity with the land can only come through the prolonged 

intimacy of living on the land” (Deloria For This Land 253), then bones come to 
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represent the evidence that this intimacy is at work and has been at work since time 

immemorial – the bones can laugh, can feel alive, because they are not simply objects to 

be studied, but parts of the greater experiential whole that is understanding one’s place in 

the world and how that place is intimately constituted by those other than oneself.  

Empirical reality, Stephen Jay Gould’s reality made of the how (the factual 

components of the material world) and the why (the logic behind deep time, which 

incrementally creates that sedimentary world), becomes overturned through the 

conflation of time and space – which is to say, the conflation of the fossil record with the 

modern individual as coexisting within a yet larger narrative of reciprocity and its 

experience. A challenge is made to the “Cartesian distinctions among mind and body, 

imagination, and reality,” (Hill 43) in that the experience of okipik’s narrator can be said 

to be synchronized to the experiences of okpik herself; okpik experiences the world, 

views it through her distinctive lens, and transmits that experience through the framework 

of poetry, creating a landscape which blurs the distinctions between what is imagined (the 

letters and words that come to form the poetry) and the real (the landscapes which help 

define that cohesive imaginary). It is in this way that okipik’s poetry need not be labelled 

as “surreal,” or otherwise mythical in nature; for these labels perpetuate the notion that 

any experience of the spiritual must be viewed through a single lens, that of a dissociation 

between that spiritual experience and how one subsequently lives a material life. 

“Stereoscope” is an example of a poem which highlights the problem of the lens, 

and specifically the assumption that one lens represents a greater, more “truthful” reality. 

The image of the stereoscope calls to mind “A device by which two / photographs / of the 
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same object takes / slightly / different angles when viewed / together / slightly wide / as 

in ordinary human vision” (33, emphasis in original). The illusion of a three-dimensional 

reality, what is defined as “ordinary human vision,” exists within the stereoscope, but 

artificially so; the illusion is conjured through two-dimensional representations, images 

which give the impression of the real object but do not actually become a complete copy 

of that object that exists in material space. In this way the image of the stereoscope 

become synonymous with scientific endeavors of understanding the condition of 

indigenous peoples, their thoughts and their experiences, for those thoughts and 

experiences almost inevitably must then be diluted through the framing lens of empirical 

science – and the Western assumptions regarding indigenous life as a series of artifacts 

implied therein. The questions for okpik’s narrator then become “How do you mention / 

one by one our place-names / and dates of birth by labeling your glass boxes? / How do 

you print on heavy flat paper / the artifacts of Nuiqsut which makes me / pull apart my 

cartilage?” (34, emphasis in original) The stereoscope serves as a representation of the act 

of labelling and compiling data, the transferal of a real, three-dimensional space into a set 

of two-dimensional concepts on paper which are supposedly meant to represent the 

former.  

Yet that endeavor seems doomed from the start, however much this display of 

empirical science might be imposed on Native life. For this process of creating simplistic 

and inert two-dimensional artifacts cannot reach to the depths of what these ideas mean 

for the people who practice them, a simple piece of paper cannot hope to hold the city of 

Nuiqsut, for that city is composed of countless years of people living on that land, 
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forming meaningful relationships with people around them, with the animal and plant life 

which surrounded them, and with the land below their feet which precipitated these 

meaningful, lived (as opposed to simply imagined) experiences. To pull apart these 

experience from their original context, from the people whose lives are fulfilled through 

their personal experiences with the land, would be like pulling apart the cartilage from 

one’s body. “The Iñupiat are masters of transforming their homes of snow, ice, tundra, 

and gravel into humanized and inhabited places,” (Sakakibara 459) not in the sense of 

establishing supreme domain over a given plot of land, but in the sense that the process of 

becoming a part of the land is an intensely and intimately felt experience, an emotional 

experience which cannot be fully transmitted within a record that seeks only to make that 

two-dimensional image, that image which would be palpable for “study” through the 

Western lens of empiricism.   

For the empirical record must necessarily exist under the assumptions of a linear 

and progressive sense of time, as is expressed in the concept of deep time – that time 

moves ever forward, indeed moves forward to such a degree that the past becomes 

impossible to comprehend due to its sheer immensity, with the work of present then 

being to decipher and uncover that past in such a way as to hold dominion over it. Leslie 

Silko, in “Language and Literature from a Pueblo Indian Perspective,” offers up a 

conception of reality, and of storytelling as a means of expressing the experience of that 

reality, that can serve as a countermeasure to the hegemony of this domineering attitude 

towards the land: “we are all in this place, and language – the storytelling – is our way of 

passing through or being with them, of being together again” (165). What Silko brings 
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forth is an alternative approach towards agency, that agency need not be a dominion 

through which one is distanced from another within a hierarchy, but rather an active 

process of coming to terms with one’s place and how that place is molded by one’s own 

actions. Language becomes the medium through which this experience can occur, passing 

through landscapes that cannot otherwise be traversed. 

One such example of that traversal through language and storytelling is the 

convergence of past, present, and future which okpik is so concerned with. In 

“Tulunigraq: Something Like a Raven,” Raven Man is described as one who “waits waits 

for something to break,” yet who also “clicks and caws / in verse time told tomorrow 461 

years ago and today” because “rarely is there any, one place to call home” (80). The 

poem is reminiscent of what Chie Sakakibara mentions in her study of Iñupiaq 

storytelling when describing Raven: “Raven had harpooned the giant whale that created 

the land of Point Hope” (456). Raven Man then is at a force of destruction, someone who 

waits for something to break, but this destruction need not be seen through the lens of 

destruction as some kind of negative force. Indeed, as it is expressed through the creation 

story Sakakibara describes, destruction is the means through which creation can be 

facilitated in the first place. Without the death of the whale, without Raven harpooning it 

and tethering it in place, there would be no Point Hope, no land upon which the Iñupiat 

who resided their could call their own.  

Raven is intimately tied to the landscape, responsible for a part of its creation and 

thus tied to it across the boundaries of how the West conceives literal time; he can at once 

be in the near future, the distant past, and the immediate present, permeating the land and 
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those who find a sense of fulfillment and meaning in living and being on that land. In a 

sense “land” as a singular form does not adequately describe the relationship here. There 

is rarely “any, one place to call home” (80). This multivalency of home can be taken a 

couple of ways: one sense focuses on the any, that there can be at times a fundamental 

disconnect from one’s home, couched in terms of a colonial discourse that seeks to 

depose one from that immediate intimacy with the land, be it through relocation or, as 

Sakakibara notes (457), the continual cycle of flooding and erosion caused by 

anthropogenic climate change. But it might be more fruitful to look instead to a focus on 

“one,” that being a part of this tradition is recognizing that one exists beyond the 

immediacy of the present, a multivalency which Western thought attempts to bury under 

the rhetoric of fossils and primitivity, that affords the individual living on this land and 

making it their home profound degree of power – which, in the of okpik, comes to be 

expressed through the medium of poetry. 

For, as Elaine Scarry notes in The Body in Pain, writing has a force to it that 

exists beyond a mere symbolic power: writing, and the works created through 

storytelling, exist rather as “a consistent affirmation of the human being’s capacity to 

move out beyond the boundaries of his or her own body into the external, sharable 

world,” (5) a thought which is furthered echoed in Resisting Representation by pointing 

out that “In any given sense, the character is made up wholly of sentences. The house in 

which the character dwells is made up wholly of sentences” (Scarry 6). There is an 

important distinction to be made here between this act of creation within sentences and 

within larger literary works, and the work which goes on in the process of creating a 
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fossil record. Both instances speak to a recording in words, a transferal of information 

from one state to another, but the latter works under the presumption that it is dealing 

with inert matter that cannot help but yield to the touch of the scientist at work. The 

former, meanwhile, exists within a more complex nexus of thoughts and feelings, what 

okpik refers to in “Little Brother and Serpent Samna”: “She/I left a century ago beyond 

the castle / into the moat of beadwork; made a sand spit; an island erected into my 

likeness: made of pigment, / ivory paper with black scrimshaw pictures” (52).  

The book of poetry is effectively transformed into a kind of landscape in and of 

itself, an island which is crafted into the likeness of okpik’s narrative voice, written and 

distributed on paper, which at once puts okpik at the mercy of those who read her work 

yet also liberates her in that process of moving beyond the boundaries of one’s own 

physical body. okpik, through the words she writes and the poems which come to be 

crafted from those words, serves as a medium through which the bones of the Iñupiaq are 

able to speak (i.e. speak out against the tendency to trap them in a distant and mythical 

past), connecting the past, present and future into a cohesive experience – an experience 

which is not simply some “surreal” manifestation of a strange and foreign culture, but an 

intimate expression of the connectivity between okpik and the land she looks to speak 

back to in writing. Poetry is the means through which, “with a sealskin satchel / birch 

bark and pencil / wolf girl rewrites tundra,” (okpik 19) rewrites the landscape and in 

doing so creating a vision of the land which can facilitate the expression of fulfillment 

that comes with experiencing being on it, as well as a countermeasure against rendering 

that land as little more than a product of the distant past – for in a very real way the land 
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continues onward in that cycle of reciprocity, awaiting those who are coming around the 

bend and those who will one day become the soil which makes up its firmament. 

It can thus be said that “these stories must grow out of the landscape – indeed, 

must participate in the landscape – in order to be efficacious,” (Smith and Fiore 60) for 

within the Iñupiaq worldview it becomes apparent that there must be no such thing as an 

existence which denied this intimate tie to the land on which one was born, on which one 

lives, and on which one will eventually pass on and make their way around again. An 

understanding of time and space are vital to this process, but they are not disconnected 

entities to be quietly observed and studied. Rather, they are part of a constant cycle of 

experience, and it is this experience that forms the vital core of okpik’s work, as both 

poetry and as an expression of Iñupiat solidarity with the land and with what being on the 

land means. The poems are a fossil record of sorts, but this need not be seen as 

disparaging, as might be the case with the anthology’s forward. For fossils, pragmatically 

enough, are very real evidence of the existence of the cycle, that there have been those 

who have come before, who found their place within the land and who, in death, have 

become a part of its soil. These fossils are not evidence of a time long gone, but of time 

which continues on into a future constantly informed by the past and present. Fossils 

become the life blood of the land, a sign of its profound continuity, not as artifacts locked 

away in a museum but as the very ground one walks on. 

The axis upon which this Western mode of historical thinking is interwoven, and 

upon which writers such as okpik must work from a native perspective in looking to write 

a counterscript against the rendering of the past as inert and lifeless, must necessarily be 
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representational in nature. This is because the idea of representation gets to the core 

which lurks insidiously and implicitly within these linear understandings of history: that 

anything which does not cleanly fit within the mold of present day is dead, cosigned to 

the fossil record, and that those who are linked to this fossil record are similarly dead. 

Death in this context becomes more than just the milieu of scholars looking to categorize 

and sort history into easily digestible sections – it is the means by which entire groups of 

people can have their culture subsumed by the overwhelming tides of the historical 

record, deemed useless save for the value which may be attached to their culture in terms 

of its mythology and whatever useful information can be scavenged by anthropology. In 

other words, the native subject is deemed to be socially dead and is subsequently 

transformed into an object, utterly deprived of agency. 

Thus it is imperative that one recognize the sheer artificiality in which this 

process of social death works, not simply to note the complex and rich nature of Iñupiaq 

culture and tradition but to understand how these practices come to be threatened. To be 

rendered lifeless, to be deemed socially dead and a part of some past frozen in time, is to 

be stripped of any degree to which one may defend one’s position. The subject-turned-

object is made invisible, lost in the shuffle of a stifling academic record of the minutiae 

of the “old ways” of the culture which in no way reaches to how it meaningfully impacts 

people in the here and now. Representation is the key to which this insidious process may 

not only be made societally acceptable, but acceptable to the degree that is becomes 

completely taken-for-granted within how the West conceives of history, and therefore 

representation must become, as it becomes for okpik here, the way in which the fossil 
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record may be questioned and enlivened. Or rather, to be more precise, the very idea of 

enlivening is revealed at last to be ridiculous, that there exists no need to “reinvigorate” 

or “restore” Iñupiaq tradition because of its very cyclical nature. The past creates the 

present, not in the sense that the past is eventually consumed by the never-ending march 

towards the present, but because the past will inevitably come back around to become the 

matter which constitutes the present world and its people.  

When considering the topic of representation and its tactical operation within 

Western modes of thought, the work of Elaine Scarry proves to be especially crucial. 

While it may seem self-evident that a “character is made up wholly of sentences,” (Scarry 

Representation 5) that the words on the page come to constitute what we as readers 

understand to be the substance of a work, it is nevertheless an important point to make it 

regards to how this becomes intertwined with representation (and the myths which are 

commonly held regarding representation). That is, what Scarry points to here is the 

contingent nature upon rest any sort of representation rests, a contingency which 

normative Western conceptions of time looks to historicize and naturalize. The character 

is made up of sentences, which begs the question as to how those sentences come to be 

written in the first place; there is an agent at play, a writer whose words cause the 

character to take shape within their imagination and then as lines on a page. 

Representation is thus understood as artificial by its very nature, a notion which would 

otherwise be obfuscated or even erased by the idea that the writer can exist outside of the 

contingent factors in which they find themselves writing – what they write is 

representation, an act of gazing into a world, and not the world itself. 
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As such, the project of “objectivity,” of the material study of anthropology 

perpetuated by a Western understanding of progressive time, is utterly problematized by 

the very subjectivity which the act of representation calls to mind. As Scarry goes on to 

note, “even on the inaccessible ground of extreme materiality, where events do take place 

outside language and do need to be brought in, it may – once we are inside the writer’s 

sentences – again be the extraordinary resourcefulness, the expansive ingenuity of the 

human voice that we hear” (Representation 11). There is no escaping this voice, and the 

attendant factors which come a voice shaping the world around us through the act of 

writing. While the material world may exist outside of the boundaries of language, to 

where “extreme materiality” must be brought in from some outside source into language, 

its expression is impossible without some kind of creative capability on the part of that 

human voice. Representation is thus wholly contingent on the human voice and the 

creative life which it can endow through language, even in matter which are otherwise 

deemed as matters of course, namely the land which we inhabit and how we conceive of 

that land spatially and temporally.  

While Scarry focuses here on a positive potential which language rests on, its 

capacity for ingenuous expression even of those material surfaces which we take for 

granted, so too can this theory of representation demonstrate its potential pitfalls. For 

within this celebration of the creative drive of language is an implicit understanding of 

representation as an act of translation, most clearly demonstrated by the example of the 

expressly material. The material world is filtered through the human imagination, its end 

product being these extraordinary works of language and literature. Yet this runs the risk 
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of naturalizing these acts of language, to where one can begin under the assumption that 

the originary point is that language itself rather than the material world which initially 

excited the imagination. This, I argue, is the case with the Western conceptualization of 

time – time is presented as unquestionably linear and progressive, the past rendered 

useless and lifeless under the strain of that push towards contemporaneity, until it reaches 

a point where those representative ideas are assumed to have always already been there. 

The human element of representation, the idea that representation is a subjective 

encounter of someone experiencing an other and commenting on it, becomes obfuscated 

or otherwise ignored, as per the desire to establish a clear and concise divide between a 

fossilized past and a forward-looking present.  

Representation then becomes in itself an act of harm upon others, especially in 

cases such as these where whole cultures are deemed a part of that withered, stagnant past 

and are thus designated as socially dead and thus invisible to a modern consciousness. 

That this violence can not only go unnoticed but unnoticed to the extent of being 

normalized as part of everyday reality speaks further towards Scarry’s discussion of the 

body in pain. Violence inflicted, a pain which represents absolute transparency due to its 

visceral nature, becomes a core function for the nuancing of the creative capacity which 

Scarry focused on previously in Resisting Representation. It is in this visceral pain 

experienced within the outer material world that language both desires the words for 

representation but is unable to adequately describe the pain felt. Subsequently, the failure 

of representation such as seen in the conception of a hegemonic Western understanding 

of time and space is a failure of understanding the pain inflicted by these very ideas; “that 



97 
 

we ordinarily perceived [creation] as empty of ethical content is, it will be argued, itself a 

signal to us of how faulty and fragmentary our understanding of creation is” (Scarry Body 

22). 

 In this case, ethical content means being cognizant that these concepts of 

representation cannot stand as monolithic structures, and that attempts be made to wholly 

naturalize and socially normalize these representations is a violence upon those who do 

not fit within these schemas. Creation does not exist in a vacuum, and thus neither do the 

various acts of creation and human ingenuity which build upon one another in an attempt 

to create these monolithic structures. As such, in opposition to writers such as Gould who 

look to completely delineate and set apart the spiritual from the scientific, the past from 

the present, etc., these ideas must necessarily exist within a larger continuum of human 

thought and language for which those who wield power must be held responsible. The 

capacity of power can then be seen as a capacity to cause pain unto others, but also to 

recognize and empathize with that pain. However, this goes beyond mere empathy; as 

Scarry notes, “the very temptation to invoke analogies to remote cosmologies… is itself a 

sign of pain’s triumph, for it achieves its aversiveness in part by bringing about, even 

within the radius of several feet, this absolute split between one’s sense of one’s own 

reality and the reality of other persons” (Body 4). The other, understood here in terms of a 

cosmological structure which exists wholly outside of the observer, can be understood 

through this shared aversion towards pain, as aided by the sheer transparency achieved by 

the acts of violence which cause that pain. 
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 Empathy is thus more than considering oneself in relation to someone else, 

feeling their pain as you imagine them to feel it, but a recognition of the shared 

constitution upon which pain and its representation rests. To place this within the specific 

context of okpik’s challenge of the fossil record, this empathy would mean a realization 

on the part of the agent (i.e. those working within the normative system of Western 

conceptions of time and space) of the violence inflicted through their systematic 

rendering of the past as dead and those connected to what is deemed “fossilized” as 

equally dead within the social consciousness which pervades contemporary life. Social 

death, in addition to the violence and pain inflicted by implicitly labeling peoples and 

cultures as socially dead, must first be registered within this spectrum of representation 

before it can be questioned and combated – that is, we must recognize those individuals 

who have the privilege of enforcing these representations upon others, who are able to 

sever the present from the past and assign certain groups to one or the other, with all the 

value judgments that proceed from there. Those marginalized, such as that of indigenous 

peoples like the Iñupiat, can only be further marginalized by these acts of representation 

which would see them as being left behind by modern society, relics of a distant past who 

have no stake in life today.  

 Speaking more generally of Native American responses to these violent 

representative forces and how to combat them, Christopher Nelson in “‘Created in 

Words’: Theorizing (Postmodern) Native American Survival through Story in James 

Welch’s Fools Crow” provides a great deal of insight into how one might deal with the 

“ethnographic and popular representation of the tragically vanishing authentic Indian” 
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(35). Besides problematizing notions of what exactly constitutes “authenticity” within a 

native context and how what is authentic often comes to be determined by outside 

hegemonic forces, Nelson’s statement here is especially important in terms of this 

equation of essentialized Nativeness with an ancient past. That is, what is seen as 

“authentic” within the Western discourse on Native peoples and their cultures becomes 

inextricably intertwined with that idea of the “tragic vanishing” of those peoples and 

cultures from the landscape. Or rather, it is to say that these Native peoples have already 

vanished beyond the horizon that is the past, have already become nothing but ruins and 

whatever oddities are left behind as fossils of a distant age, and indeed must be seen as 

such if they to be deemed properly “authentic” within the Western mindset of 

progressivity towards an eventual present. 

 Cultural and social survival, as Nelson comes to elaborate on, is thus couched in 

terms of this ultimately destructive desire for that which is seen as “authentic”: survival 

“does not require denying the past, but it does recognize the futility of nostalgia for an 

authentic past,” (38) because it is this very nostalgia which legitimizes the claim that the 

past is inherently separated from the present which then “convert[s] the traditional Native 

American past into a regulatory norm that devalues living American Indians in favor of 

authentic specimens” (40). By making the claim that authenticity must inherently be tied 

up in nostalgia, that indeed there is any sort of “authentic past” with which to call upon at 

all, the imperative of Native survival becomes a call of recognition of the representative 

forces which would make these destructive associations in the first place, who would 

seek to create these “authentic specimens” and subsume the idea of the living native 
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subject. The past is obviously important within many Native American worldviews, but – 

as shown vividly by okpik – these worldviews which place a great deal of importance on 

the past need not be mired in the pitfalls associated with nostalgia and the authentic.  

 This shift towards a more positive conception of the past, a living rather than dead 

past, would mean then “the problematizing of cultural referentiality” that “occasions not 

the loss of authority, but a reworking of materially effective, dynamic story and vision” 

(Nelson 32). Reworking storytelling means the reworking of the role which 

representation plays in storytelling, what okpik hones in corpse whale in stating that 

“wolf girl rewrites tundra” (19). Wolf girl rewrites tundra, rewrites how the audience 

views that tundra how they subsequently form an image of the tundra – in other words, 

the wolf girl takes control of the process of representation, a process once reserved for 

hegemonic Western sensibilities concerning the proper roles of the past and these cultures 

and locales consigned to being trapped within that past. Letting go of nostalgia does not 

mean letting go of authority or the agency of self-affirmation, because in itself nostalgia 

is a construct of a normative discourse which would see marginal voices caged within 

that nostalgia. Materially effective storytelling is thus storytelling which can exist outside 

of these borders, which can rewrite its environment to empower the writer rather than 

restrict and entrap them, and it is writers such as okpik and scholars such as Nelson 

which get to the core of this much needed call to action. 

 Judith Butler in Gender Troubles elaborates on this representational force, as well 

as the pressing need for a better understanding of the mechanics by which representation 

takes hold. While focused principally on representation within the scope of normative 
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gender dynamics, I believe there is a great deal of insight to be uncovered by applying 

these ideas of representation more broadly, such as the case here with the subversion of 

the social death imposed on indigenous peoples by Western sensibilities. For these 

Western sensibilities speak towards a broader issue of “collective identity” which in its 

repetition and valorization comes to naturalize these differences between people, 

differences which are only magnified by “taboos that render the body discrete by virtue 

of its stable boundaries” (Butler 133). The body becomes isolated, discrete in the sense 

that it can be easily categorized and qualified within normative structures such as that of 

gendering, so that it might be more easily malleable. Part of subverting and 

problematizing these collectivist notions is opening up the body to contexts beyond this 

isolated environment, as illustrating beautifully by okpik’s poetry. okpik, in writing and 

rewriting the landscape, engages with Iñupiaq tradition in a way that extends beyond the 

scope which collective identity assigns to the body – that is, the body becomes a part of a 

wider tradition, both constituted by the past and eventually becoming the past that is 

coming-around-the-bend, all things tied to an all-enveloping earth that exists above and 

beyond the distinctions of past and present. 

 Wolf girl rewrites tundra, moreover can envision a tundra beyond modern-day oil 

rigs and the scattered bones of a dead people, and in doing so is able to create a 

representation outside of the Western norm. The “stable boundaries” which Butler alludes 

do are made more permeable, at least insofar as the reader is confronted with a 

relationship to the past which does not neatly cohere with that of a Western tradition 

which would see the past as little more than a fossil record. This is not to say that okpik’s 
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poetry lapses into some kind of idyllic past, where Iñupiaq culture can be safely 

contained as quaintly reminiscent of days gone by, for it is precisely that kind of nostalgia 

for an untouched past which serves to assert those stable boundaries. Rather, it might be 

accurate to say that in problematizing these simplistic notions of past and present okpik 

envisions a disorderly and discordant landscape – yet a landscape which is one’s own, 

even in that discordancy.  

It could even be said that is it the very disorganization of the landscape that makes 

it possible to rewrite it at all, that by existing outside of the stable boundaries assigned to 

it by Western perceptions of orderly, linear spatiality and temporality the poet becomes 

free to exert their will over the land, and vice versa. The project of reinventing native 

space, or more precisely of reasserting native space in the face of Wester opposition 

which would see it as dead and buried, is made more important than ever. okpik serves as 

but one example of an indigenous poet extending their reach and moving past these 

confining representations which would deem them, the cultures which they take part in, 

and the landscapes deeply tied to those cultures and peoples as little more than societal 

detritus. The past becomes more than a fossil record, and instead becomes alive, a part of 

a living culture that refuses to be so easily silenced.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



103 
 

Bibliography 

 

Achebe, Chinua. “An Image of Africa.” Web. 30 Jan. 2015. 

 

Archer-Straw, Petrine. “Excoticism in Black and White.” Journal of Contemporary  

African Art 21 (2007): 24-33. Nka. Web. 9 Nov. 2014. 

 

Berliner, Brett A. “Mephistopheles and Monkeys: Rejuvenation, Race, and Sexuality in  

Popular Culture in Interwar France.” Journal of the History of Sexuality 13.3  

(2004): 306-325. Project Muse. Web. 11 Nov. 2014. 

 

Bhabha, Homi. “Remembering Fanon: Self, Psych and the Colonial Condition.” Colonial  

Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader. Patrick Williams and Laura  

Chrisman, eds. New York: Columbia UP, 1994. 112-23. Print. 

 

Boittin, Jennifer A. “In Black and White: Gender, Race Relations, and the Nardal Sisters  

in Interwar Paris.” French Colonial History 6 (2005): 120-135. Project Muse.  

Web. 9 Nov. 2014. 

 

Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York:  

Routledge, 1990. Print.  

 

Césaire, Aimé. “Excerpt from Discourse on Colonialism.” Colonial Discourse and Post- 

Colonial Theory: A Reader. Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman, eds. New  

York: Columbia UP, 1994. 172-180. Print. 

 

Chatterjee, Partha. "The Nationalist Resolution of the Women’s Question." Recasting  

Women: Essays in Indian Colonial History. Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid,  



104 
 

eds. New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1990. 233-253. Print. 

 

Cheng, Anne Anlin. “Josephine Baker: Psychoanalysis and the Colonial Fetish.”  

Psychoanalytic Quarterly 75.1 (2006): 95-129. Wiley Online Library. Web. 30  

Jan. 2015. 

 

-----. Second Skin: Josephine Baker and the Modern Surface. New York: Oxford  

UP, 2011. Print. 

 

-----. “Skin Fashion: Josephine Baker and Dressing Race.” Nka: Journal of  

Contemporary African Art 37 (2015): 6-15. Project Muse. Web. 10 Feb. 2016. 

 

Coffman, Elizabeth. “Uncanny Performances in Colonial Narratives: Josephine Baker in  

Princess Tam Tam.” Paradoxa 3.3-4 (1997): 379-394. Ecommons. Web. 3 Feb.  

2016. 

 

Deloria, Vine, Jr. and James Treat. For This Land: Writings on Religion in America. New  

York: Routledge, 1999. Print. 

 

Deloria, Vine, Jr. God is Red: A Native View of Religion. Golden: Fulcrum Publishing,  

1994. Print. 

 

Denzin, Norman K. Indians on Display: Global Commodification of Native America in  

Performance, Art, and Museums. Walnut Creek: Left Coast Press, 2013. Print. 

 

Desai, Kiran. The Inheritance of Loss. New York: Grove Press, 2006. Print. 

 

Desbiens, Caroline. “Speaking the land: exploring women’s historical geographies in  



105 
 

Northern Quebec.” The Canadian Geographer 51.3 (2007): 360-372. Wiley  

Online Library. Web. 22 Oct. 2015. 

 

Edwards, Brent. The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black  

Internationalism. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003. Print. 

 

Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin, White Masks. Richard Philcox, tans. New York: Grove Press,  

1967. Print. 

 

Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. Richard Philcox, trans. New York: Grove  

Press, 2004. Print. 

 

Ferguson, Jesse Patrick. “Violent Dis-Placements: Natural and Human Violence in Kiran  

Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss.” The Journal of Commonwealth Literature 44.2  

(2009): 35-49. Sage Journals. Web. 4 Mar. 2015. 

 

Gilroy, Paul. Postcolonial Melancholia. New York: Columbia UP, 2005. Print. 

 

Gopinath, Praseeda. “An Orphaned Manliness: The Pukka Sahib and the End of Empire  

in A Passage to India and Burmese Days.” Studies in the Novel 41.2 (2009): 201- 

223. Project Muse. Web. 4 Mar. 2015. 

 

Gould, Stephen Jay. “Non-overlapping Magisteria.” Leonardo's Mountain of Clams and  

the Diet of Worms: Essays on Natural History. New York: Harmony Books,  

1998. 269-285. Print. 

 

Gould, Stephen Jay. Time's Arrow, Time's Cycle: Myth and Metaphor in the Discovery of  

Geological Time. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987. Print. 



106 
 

 

Grewal, Inderpal. “Gender, Culture, and Empire: Postcolonial U.S. Feminist  

Scholarship.” Feminist Studies 32.2 (2006): 380-394. JSTOR. Web. 1 Dec. 2014. 

 

Groo, Katherine. “Shadow Lives: Josephine Baker and the Body of Cinema.”  

Framework: The Journal of Cinema and Media 54.1 (2013): 7-39. Project Muse.  

Web. 30 Jan. 2015. 

 

Guterl, Matthew P. “Josephine Baker’s Colonial Pastiche.” Black Camera 1.2 (2010): 25- 

37. Project Muse. Web. 11 Nov. 2014. 

 

Hall, Stuart. “Cultural Identity and Diaspora.” Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial  

Theory: A Reader. Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman, eds. New York:  

Columbia UP, 1994. 392-403. Print. 

 

Henderson, Mae G. “Josephine Baker and La Revue Negre: From Ethnography to  

Performance.” Text and Performance Quarterly 23.2 (2003): 107-133. Ebscohost.  

Web. 29 Jan. 2015. 

 

Hiddleson, Jane. “Aimé Césaire and Postcolonial Humanism.” The Modern Language  

Review 105.1 (2010): 87-102. JSTOR. Web. 28 Mar. 2015.  

 

Hill, Erica. “The Nonempirical Past: Enculturated Landscapes and Other-than-Human  

Persons in Southwest Alaska.” Arctic Anthropology 49.2 (2012): 41-57. Project  

Muse. Web. 22 Oct. 2015. 

 

Ikuta, Hiroko. “Embodied Knowledge, Relations with the Environment, and Political  

Negotiation: St. Lawrence Island Yupik and Iñupiaq Dance in Alaska.” Arctic  



107 
 

Anthropology 48.1 (2011): 54-65. Project Muse. Web. 27 Oct. 2015. 

 

Johnston, Jasmine. “corpse whale by dg nanouk okpik.” Studies in American Indian  

Literatures 25.4 (2013): 111-115. Project Muse. Web. 29 Sept. 2015. 

 

Kelly, Mary Kate. “Performing the Other: A Consideration of Two Cages.” College  

Literature 26.1 (1999): 113-136. JSTOR. Web. 29 Jan. 2015. 

 

Lowe, Lisa. Critical Terrains: French and British Orientalisms. Ithaca: Cornell UP,  

1991. Print. 

 

Lyons, Natasha. “The Wisdom of Elders: Inuvialuit Social Memories of Continuity and  

Change in the Twentieth Century.” Arctic Anthropology 47.1 (2010): 22-38.  

Project Muse. Web. 22 Oct. 2015. 

 

Misra, Jahnavi. “Exploration of Ethical Debates through Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss,  

Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go and Smith’s On Beauty.” Journal of Medical  

Humanities 35.3 (2014): 335-348. Springer. Web. 4 Mar. 2015. 

 

Morand, Paul. Black Magic. Hamish Miles, trans. New York: Viking Press, 1929. Print. 

 

Nelson, Christopher. “‘Created in Words’: Theorizing (Postmodern) Native American  

Survival through Story in James Welch’s Fools Crow.” Cultural Critique 81  

(2012): 31-69. Project Muse. Web. 10 Feb. 2016. 

 

Neulander, Joelle. “Airing the Exotic: Colonial Landscapes on French Interwar  

Metropolitan Radio.” Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 27.3  

(2007): 313-332. Ebscohost. Web. 11 Nov. 2014. 



108 
 

 

okpik, dg nanouk. corpse whale. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2012. Print.  

 

Poremski, Karen M. “Voicing the Bones.” Studies in American Indian Literatures 27.1  

(2015): 1-32. Project Muse. Web. 3 Nov. 2015. 

  

Prashad, Vijay. “Summer of Bruce.” Screaming Monkeys: Critiques of Asian American  

Images. M. Evelina Galang and Eileen Tabios, eds. Minneapolis: Coffee House,  

2003. 255-265. Web. 

 

Princess Tam-Tam. Dir. Edmond T. Greville. Perf. Josephine Baker. Kino on Video,  

1935. DVD. 

 

Rainwater, Catherine. Dreams of Fiery Stars: The Transformations of Native American  

Fiction. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999. Print. 

 

Rifkin, Mark. “The Duration of the Land: The Queerness of Spacetime in Sundown.”  

Studies in American Indian Literatures 27.1 (2015): 33-69. Project Muse. Web. 3  

Nov. 2015. 

 

Roberts, Neil. “Fanon, Sartre, Violence, and Freedom.” Sartre Studies International 10.2  

(2004): 139-160. Ebscohost. Web. 4 Mar. 2015.    

 

Sabo, Oana. “Disjunction and diaspora in Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss.” The  

Journal of Commonwealth Literature 47.3 (2012): 375-392. Sage Journals. Web.  

4 Mar. 2015. 

 

Sakakibara, Chie. “‘Our Home Is Drowning’: Iñupiat Storytelling and Climate Change in  



109 
 

Point Hope, Alaska.” Geographical Review 98.4 (2008): 456-475. JSTOR. Web.  

22 Oct. 2015. 

 

Sangari, Kumkum, and Sudesh Vaid. "Introduction." Recasting Women: Essays in Indian  

Colonial History. Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid, eds. New Brunswick:  

Rutgers UP, 1990. 1-26. Print. 

 

Sartre, Jean-Paul. “Preface.” The Wretched of the Earth. By Frantz Fanon. Richard  

Philcox, trans. New York: Grove Press, 2004. Print. 

 

Scarry, Elaine. The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World. New York:  

Oxford University Press, 1985. Print.   

 

-----. Resisting Representation. New York: Oxford University Press, 1994. Print. 

 

Scheper, Jeanne. “‘Of la Baker, I Am a Disciple’: The Diva Politics of Reception.”  

Camera Obscura 22.2 (2007): 73-101. Dukejournals. Web. 3 Feb. 2016. 

 

Schiller, Britt-Marie. “Permeable Masculinities: Gender Reverie in Richard Serra’s  

Torqued Sculptures.” Studies in Gender and Sexuality 11.1 (2010): 35-46.  

Ebscohost. Web. 4 Apr. 2015. 

 

Silko, Leslie Marmon. “Language and Literature from a Pueblo Indian Perspective.”  

Nothing But the Truth: An Anthology of Native American Literature. John L.  

Purdy and James Ruppert, eds. Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall, 2001. 159-165.  

Print. 

  

Smith, Linda Tuhiwai. Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples.  



110 
 

London: Zed Books, 2012. Print. 

 

Smith, Theresa S. and Jill M. Fiore. “Landscape as Narrative, Narrative as Landscape.”  

Studies in American Indian Literatures 22.4 (2010): 58-61. Project Muse. Web. 3  

Nov. 2015. 

 

Spielman, David Wallace. “‘Solid Knowledge’ and Contradictions in Kiran Desai’s The  

Inheritance of Loss.” Critique: Studies in Contemporary Fiction 51:1 (2010): 74- 

89. Taylor & Francis Online. Web. 4 Mar. 2015. 

 

Stephens, Michelle Ann. Skin Acts: Race, Psychoanalysis, and the Black Male  

Performer. Durham: Duke UP, 2014. Print. 

 

Stevenson, Lisa. “The psychic life of biopolitics: Survival, cooperation, and Inuit  

community.” American Ethnologist 39.3 (2012): 592-613. AnthroSource. Web.  

22 Oct. 2015. 

 

Sze, Arthur. “Forward.” corpse whale. By dg nanouk okpik. Tucson: University of  

Arizona Press, 2012. viii. Print. 

 

Thompson, Krista. “A Sidelong Glance: The Practice of African Diaspora Art History in  

the United States.” Art Journal 70.3 (2011): 6-31. Ebscohost. Web. 1 Dec. 2014. 

 

Tuhkanen, Mikko. “Queer Guerrillas: On Richard Wright’s and Frantz Fanon’s  

Dissembling Revolutionaries.” Mississippi Quarterly 61.4 (2008): 615-642.  

Ebscohost. Web. 4 Mar. 2015.   

 

Valente, Joseph. The Myth of Manliness in Irish National Culture, 1880-1922.  



111 
 

Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2011. Print. 

 

Yancy, George. “Colonial Gazing: The Production of the Body as ‘Other’.” The Western  

Journal of Black Studies 32.1 (2008): 1-15. Ebscohost. Web. 9 Nov. 2014. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


