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Abstract

In literature and linguistics, irony has been studied extensively; however, this is curiously not the case
in the visual arts. This thesis attempts to transpose the largely textual conceptualisation of irony into a
more holistic understanding that accommodates its enunciation in the visual realm. It expands on the
literary origins of irony by exploring its Duchampian emergence with the introduction of the readymade
and proceedstot r ace irony6s trajectory @auch assSurreadismtandhi st or i ¢
postmodernism. On delineating the broader contexts of its usage in the visual arts, the thesis focuses
specifically on the critical role of irony in contemporary artistic practices as a powerful mechanism that
subverts the legacies of colonialism. Cultural imperialist, European and American narratives that
expand power by erasing or marginalising others have been subjected to forms of irony by many
contemporary artists. This thesis examines irony as a subversive tactic in the works of Black British,
African-American, Indian, Samoan-Japanese, Cuban-American and Chicano contemporary artists that
express a critical disposition toward Eurocentric narratives, racism, systemic violence, gender
inequality, epistemic oppression and other enduring effects of colonisation. Tracing the stimuli of
contemporary artd s i r o-golonial peactites, | contend that they have been largely informed by
postcolonial and decolonial literature and influenced by postmodern subversive practices, culminating
in the rebellious flavour of resistance we encounter in the postcolonial artist.
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Introduction

Publications that study the significance of ironic strategies in contemporary art are limited, severely so
in contrast to the surfeit literature that examines it as a rhetorical device in literature and linguistics.
There remains the lack of a nuanced exploration of the sensory, spatial and experiential aspects of
irony in current scholarship. This gap is significant and one that | intend to address through this thesis.
While artists have employed irony for a wide range of purposes, my study will focus on its critical role

specifically in contemporary art practice that addresses the legacies of colonialism.

A Venn diagram helps to visualise the scope and structure of the thesis while highlighting its original
contributions to scholarship. The three broad areas of concern ared irony, postcolonial/decolonial
theory (combined only for the ease of explanation), and the visual arts. In the overlapping area between
irony and post/de-colonial theory, the thesis analyses volumes of literature in both areas and presents
key findings on the synthesis of the two kinds of literature. No prior study has brought these areas
together and analysed them in detail.

l[rony
iy, e e
synergies (West) artlstlc_strategy
O\ .. conterlrrl]porary
Post/De-  roune. L
colonial  Sewe’  Visual Arts S

T h eo ry narratives.

In the overlap between irony and the visual arts, | look at the transgressive deployment of irony in the
visual arts, particularly in the West, across different art movements. Beginning with Marcel Duchamp

and his introduction of readymades, | trace the roots of ironic postmodern appropriation and continue



examining ironyds trajectory across the artwashi

employed as a critical strategy. | then move to Postmodernism and end with the Contemporary space.
Setting aside the postcolonial and decolonial angle, the broader subject of irony in the visual arts, is
curiously and conspicuously absent in the field of art-historical writing. Several art historians mention
irony as an aspect of their analysis of an artwork, but there is no deeper theoretical exploration of the
same, except for Allan J. Ryan, who has written on a related topic. The Trickster Shift: Humour and
Irony in Contemporary Native Art (1999) explores irony in contemporary Native American art, inspired
mainl'y by the mythical Atrickstero figure of Nat
exploration of irony. However, noting the lack of scholarship in the broader context of irony in the visual

arts, a global approach is pursued in my writing.

With regard to the overlap between post/de-colonial theory and the visual arts, several authors have
keenly noted postcolonial strategies in contemporary art. However, the intersection of all three, which
remains yet to be researched in detail, forms the heart of my thesisd where | look at irony as a
subversive artistic strategy in contemporary artworks that challenge or destabilise colonial narratives.
Allowing for a hybrid approach to the analyses of artworks, linking ironic subversion and anti-colonial
expression, this method of analysis will enable me to group artists who have not come together in this

way before, either through any extant text or exhibition.

My approach towards the selection of contemporary art offered is transnational, with the aim of bringing
together anti-colonial, anti-racist and anti-Eurocentric transgressional discourse, the organisational
thread being their engagement with irony. Often constrained by context, culture and individual factors,
irony is heavily reliant on human inference; therefore, interpretation and self-reflexivity will be central
elements in the attribution of irony and the analyses of the conceptual, critical and reflective strategies
employed by the artists. The thesis cannot and does not catalogue all examples of anti-colonial visual
discourse that engage with irony but offers in-depth case studies from which it is possible to infer a
widespread but understudied visual and artistic technique. It is by no means a comprehensive list but

rather, a contemplation on a particular kind of transgressive solidarity across national boundaries.

The first chapter briefly touches upon the Western heritage of irony in literature and linguistics. Engaging
with volumes of literature on irony, from Plato and his writings on Socratic irony, through to the periods
of Romantic and Postmodern irony, the thesis also offers a glimpse into the immense taxonomical
labour undertaken by previous scholars. The existing framework of irony is essentially rooted in
literature and linguistics; therefore, one of my objectives is to broaden this framework. By transposing
the textual understanding of irony into an account of its non-verbal iterations, the thesis will
accommodate aspects that encompass the visual, haptic and experiential realms of the visual arts.
Existing literary and linguistic theories pertaining to irony and related concepts will be examined for
epistemological, structural, and historical analyses. Depth and detail will be restricted as there has been
much historical writing on the same, and also because our concerns are with the visual. However, it is

important to contextualise and reinforce the interest that irony has elicited over the centuries. In addition,
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| have touched upon concomitant terms such as parody and satire and examined their differences and
intersections with irony. The visual enunciations of these literary concepts are illustrated by modern and
contemporary artworks. | have also analysed the performative functions of the irony that these examples
employ and have gauged their subversive biteby appl ying Linda Hutcheonbés di

of the functions of irony.!

A section on the premises that shaped Eurocentric and colonial bias follows irony's historical and
theoretical trajectory. Biologically-based racist discourse that drafted the authority of science to justify
racial bias flourished in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. An elucidation of this scientific racism
lays the foundation for the subsequent sections that undertake literature reviews of postcolonial and
decolonial studies, which respond critically to the legacies of these claims. Accounts of these two
systems of thought on structures of power, the impact of colonial rule and its enduring effects provide
important contexts in which to situate the motivations and strategies underlying contemporary art

practices that attempt to critique colonial ideologies.

An important angle that warrants focus is the way in which irony seems to lend itself so peculiarly and
wonderfully to the postcolonial condition. While colonialist grand narratives are univocal in nature, irony
is a well-oiled hinge that swings between multiple interpretations; it is wary of formulated truths and is
interested in diversification and polyvocal expression. In the thesis, connections are explored between
the characteristics of irony and terms or concepts used by postcolonial and decolonial authors such as
Homi Bhabha, Gloria Anzaldda and Maria Lugones. Both postcolonial and decolonial traditions unsettle
the insularity of the Eurocentric narrative, and when irony is added to the arsenal, it serves to potentiate

both systems of thought.

Chapter one, therefore, analyses literature on both irony and postcolonial and decolonial theory,
providing a synthesis of the literatures while discovering previously unexplored, implicit synergies.
Specific terms or vocabulary used by postcolonial and decolonial authors, that link to the working
dynamics of irony are highlighted in a tabular format which concludes the section. The chapter primarily
builds a theoretical foundation for a deeper analysis of ironic anti-colonial expression in the visual arts
while engaging multiple disciplinary fields, (not just the history and theory of irony and postcolonial and

decolonial theory), but also philosophy, literary and cultural theory, racial science, anthropology and

psychology.

The second chapter examines irony in European and American art history. Beginning with an

exploration of i r o nogténtatious entry into the visual arts with the iconoclastic work of Marcel

1 As Hutcheon states, these terms have been gleaned from centuries of writing on irony by various authors and
she is only responsible for organising them into this schema. Therefore one could view these terms as a reservoir
of insights on irony. While the functions labelled may have been rooted in literary theory, the table also lends
itself to analysing the visual, and was translatable across these verbal and visual realms.



Duchamp (1887-1968), we register the massive impact of his Dada readymades, seen also in
Surrealism. Relations between the Freudian uncanny and irony will be explored in this section. This is
followed by an examination of the ironic subversive practices characteristic of Postmodernism,
illustrated through the works of Susan Dorothea White, Sherrie Levine and Barbara Kruger. This chapter
ends with a brief look at the contemporary examples of the Guerrilla Girls and Banksy, both of whom,
protected by their anonymity, are notable manipulators of irony. Together, these sections provide
insightsintot he broader contexts of ironyds us ag ecolonml
expression), whether it be to critique consumer culture, capitalist greed, or the patriarchal values of
institutions. This chapter also serves as a contradistinction to the final chapter, which concentrates on

the employment of irony for the singular purpose of anti-colonial expression.

The third chapter focuses on selected artworks that employ irony as a means of resistance to the varying
kinds of oppression originating from imperialism. These include works that engage in postcolonial
and/or decolonial dialogues. Irony involves the communication of an indirect message that often
requires a fair knowledge of the context as a prerequisite. In the case of artworks that resist, counter,
or subvert colonial narratives, this context is delineated against the backdrop of the colonial history of
the particular nations dealt with by the artists. Postcolonial and decolonial studies encompass
significantly differing cultural forms aimed at subverting colonialist oppression, and this gives us a view
of a rich cultural and epistemic diversity. The artistic practices of Yinka Shonibare, Kara Walker,
Pushpamala N., Yuki Kihara, Tejal Shah, Fred Wilson, Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gémez-Pefia deploy
irony through a variety of media. The final chapter examines the work of these artists in four broad
sections: @lobal Systems of Circulation,6&hallenging the Archive,6&urating Irony,6and derforming
Irony.6While the first two sections reflect a thematic constancy and include multiple artists, the last two

are based on the medium of expression of specific artists.

These examples of contemporary art represent a selection of artists from various colonised cultures

and are grouped by thematic and material links. The first of the two sections organised thematically is

iGl obal Systemd@ whhelCerché awooks of Yi nkareddlysed.i bar e

The common thread is that both their works engage with labour histories of production and how one

can be oblivious to the history, context and ontology of a commodity.

The second thematic section is titled 6Challenging

N., Yuki Kihara and Tejal Shah. The first two artists explore the imperial cataloguing culture that led

colonisers to accumulate vast archives of ethnographic photographs, where the native was regarded

t

he

asa specimen to be studi edHijaWantasy SSiasaherdrenic prenmiskis& r o m

Ravi Varma portrait from the 1890s, which she

modernity. Kihara and Shahdéds work also challenge

norm. All three artists resurrect and recreate dominant narratives, only to subvert them through subtle
and/or explicit ironic details expressed through imitation, mimicry, and intertextuality, which register as

popular postcolonial ironic practices.
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The third section is based on the medium of expression of a particular artist: Fred Wilson. The title
6Curating Irony,d6 refers to his practice of using cur
reveals the politics embedded in the display strategies of museums. These images are from his
exhibition Mining the Museum, created in collaboration with the Maryland Historical Society, involving
a radically reimagined display of the Societyds coll
juxtapositioning of objects that contrast symbolically, allowing for fresh perspectives. But a large part of
Wil sonés irony comes from strategically locating his

site of the historical museum itself.

The fourth and final section titled APerforming irony
Guillermo Gomez-Pena, a satirical commentary on the historic dehumanising practice of human zoos.
The performance was also documented as a 30-minute video that recorded audience reactions. The
medium of performance allows us the opportunity to understand the play of irony in a volatile and
unpredictable environment. The possibilityofmi s/ al i gnment between the audienc

t h e ainitiai irgention® are explored in this section.

A material, visual, contextual, structural and conceptual analyses of these works will allow for a deeper

understanding of i r-ootoiadast practice.t i ¢ a l role in anti



CHAPTER ONE

Theoretical Framework

1.1 The Historical and Theoretical Trajectory of Irony

fifThe word 6ironyd does not endievcenigiesnitdeesdoymeantindane i t mean
country all it may mean in another, nor in the street what it may mean in the study, nor to one scholar
what it may mean to another.o

D.C. Muecke, Irony and the Ironic, 1970.

The word o6lronyé is der i v e dEirdngiaoome atnh en gCldass smiud @lt ed@r @ gk
which in turn originates from the rootterm eironor 6 d i s Eimmias aetypidal character in Greek
comedy that was always set in opposition against the alazon or the braggart. The eiron wittily feigns
incompetence and, in due course of the narrative, eventually triumphs over the self-assured alazon.
Aristotle (384-322 BC), in Nicomachean Ethics, attributes the qualities of the eiron to Socrates: 7 Mo ¢ k
modest people, who understate things, seem more attractive in character; for they are thought to speak

not for gain but to avoid parade; and here too it is qualities which bring reputation that they disclaim, as
Socrat es u?sAkhdugh Asistotleaseems to extoll these @ttractivedqualities, other parts of the
Nicomachean Ethics draw out the underlying pretence or falsehood that is inherent in the exaggeration

of o6truthoé t hr ouylkéwisdy thaumndefestinatian® $ & thobugh rhodesty. Aristotle

does not commend either exaggeratingor under pl ay i nbgt heodoesdeem todaldithte s
deceptive talents of the eiron in higher esteem than the ostentatious demonstrations of the alazon.
Although classical drama bears clear evidence of ironic situations and engagements, it was only around

the end of the eighteenth century that the term irony was attached to them.® Until then, the words

Omocketrryadgi cd or O6humorousd were often used to substi

Socrates (c. 470-399 BC) features prominently as an enigmatic character in his student Pl at 06s ( 4 2 &€
347 BC) dialogues. I't is important to note that Pl ato
of his personality, for Socrates never penned his thoughts down and has left no writing behind. What
has come to be kmawm asf®&3ccrnat iSocirratesd abildity to ¢
honoured certainties. He uses it as a rhetorical device and, through clever inquiry, weakens blind
reckonings and foregone conclusions. Charged with irreverence to the gods and the corruption of the
youth of Athens, Socrates is eventually condemned to death. The works of Plato and Xenophon

descri be an account-defehceiswhich he engpoys ironyetachallenge bis aflegedly

2 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, trans. William David Ross and Lesley Brown (Oxford University Press,
2009), 77.
3 D.C. Muecke, The Compass of Irony (Methuen & Co., 1969), 47.



shrewd interlocutors and contest their charges agai n:

beginning of the association between the mental agility of Socrates and the practice of irony.

The German philosopher and literary critic Friedrich Schlegel (1772-1829) writes of Socratic irony in
Critical Fragmentsd fSocratic irony is the only involuntary and yet completely deliberate dissimulation.
It is equally impossible to feign it or divulge it. To a person who hasn't got it, it will remain a riddle even
after it is openly confessed. It is meant to deceive no one except those who consider it a deception.&
Schlegel 6s statement is itself riddled withtentirony bu
Irony is an inherently contested concept and is intrinsically problematic to define, but its most common
and casual definition is 6édsaying one thing and meanir
the centuries to tame and contain this word within a definition, but none have fully succeeded in

capturing and condensing its mutable temperament.

The Roman rhetorician Quintilian (c.35-c.100 AD) commented on the use of irony in oration and that it

was fAmade evident t o t helivetynhd eharactenofttei spegkereii themaure by d

of the subject.6°He goes on to say that Aif any one of these t
once becomes clear that the intention of the speaker is other than what he actually s a y ®sQuintilian

underlines the effort in locating ironic intent and highlights the finer sensibilities required of an audience

to 6catchd the nuances of an ironic st a,tthe tosenot . Wi t t
manner of delivery, priork nowl edge of the speakeré6s character and t
clues to the presence of irony. Still, t he same rules dondt al ways apply wt
irony, such as the non-verbal kindd the complexity of its discovery and the chances of misinterpretation

increase.

Romanticism, characterised by its opposition to the Enlightenment emphasis on rationality, included a
period of intense fermentation of theories regarding irony which emerged with the German Romantics
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Some of the major contributing theorists were the
Schlegel brothersd August Wilhelm (1767-1845) and Friedrich (1772-1829), Karl Wilhelm Ferdinand
Solger (1780-1819), Novalis (1772-1801), Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), and Danish
philosopher Sgren Aabye Kierkegaard (1813-1855). The substantial theorisation of romantic irony was

expounded by Friedrich Schlegel, while Hegel remained highly critical of it.

Athenaeum, a short-lived periodical established by the Schlegel brothers in 1798, laid the foundations
for German Romanticism. Friedrich Schlegel, in several of his works, adopts a fragmentary writing style
characteristic of Romantic irony. His collection of aphoristic fragmentsd Lyceum (1797), Athenaeum

(1798), and Ideas (1800) discuss diverse subjects and are self-reflective, suggestive, paradoxical, open

4 Friedrich Schlegel, Lucinde and the Fragments, trans. Peter Firchow (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1971), 155.

5 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian, trans. H.E. Butler (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1959), VIII.
vi. 54.

6 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, VIII. vi. 54.



and incomplete. Romanticism afforded individual sensibility greater importance than objective
universality. For Hegel, this subjective sovereignty was the slippery slope towards the ruin of ethical

life, truth and morals.

In Romantic irony, the author tends to punctuate the illusion of a fictional narrative by revealing the
process of its fabrication. American literary scholar, Peter Firchow, in his introduction to a translation of
Sc hl e gueihdé and the Fragments, writes ont he p hi | asaup descripbos of irony as
ipermanent “parabasi so
I'n Schlegel s mind, the i deiatimatdly conmettedwithuhp iddaofironpr par ab a:
Indeed,i n one of his fragments he st at elsothertwards,irbnyr ony i s a
consists of a continual self-consciousness of the work itself, of an awareness of the work of art as a
fiction and as an imitation of reality at one and the same time. In this respect, the irony of a work of art
corresponds to the ironic attitude which Schlegel saw as mandatory in actual life. Only through irony
could man achieve simultaneously a closeness to reality and a distance from it. Only the ironic attitude
enabled man to commit himself wholly to finite reality and at the same time made him realize that the
finite is trivial when viewed from the perspective of eternity.®
Romantic irony extends the perception of irony as a mere literary device or trope and perceives it as an
integral part of the human condition. Kierkegaard remarks t h aat phifbsophers claim that no true
philosophy is possible without doubt, so by the same token one may claim that no authentic human life
is possible without irony.® Our existential predicament is shrouded in irony because of the
fortuitousness of birth, the unpredictability of death, the strife of ambition, and the hypocrisies of
organised religion. Schlegelar t i cul ates t hat i r o Hn acceptarickh & thd or m o f
normalcy of the unresolved contradictions and paradoxes of human existence was characteristic of
Romantic irony, elements of which were also found and examined in earlier writers such as

Shakespeare and Chaucer.
Irony as a Master Trope

Irony is identified from the perspective of literature and linguistics as a trope or a figure of speech. The
Oxford English Dictionary defines a trope as A figurative or metaphorical use of a word or expression.o
The word's etymological originsdescribe it as a 6tur nb, i & lomditerdltomog- a s hi f
literal. This literary device is divided into several types based on usage. Most theorists regard the four

master tropes as metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and irony, which were expounded and made

“6Par abasi wiicetwantient Greekfcemedy, is a particular moment in the play where the chorus

addresses the audience directly devoid of the actors on stage. This delivery interrupts and abandons the

theatrical plot or narrative.

8 Schlegel, Lucinde and the Fragments, 29-30. In The Concept of Irony, a transcriptonofPaul de Manodos | ect u
from 1977, he bor rfoawso ufsr odne cScalrlaesgeolnd st hat Airony is a per ma
complete it with fAirony tihse tahd epgeorrnya noef n tt rpogpreash ads iDse oMan not
the narrative coherence of the allegory of tropes. He def i
shift in the rhetorical register. o

9 Kierkegaard, The Concept of Irony with Constant Reference to Socrates, trans. Lee M. Capel (New York:

Harper and Row, 1966), 338. A translation by Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong, mentions the importance of

doubt for scholarship and substitutes fAphiclienecpher S&6and 0|
10 Schlegel, Lucinde and the Fragments, 149.



popular in the twentieth century by American literary theorist Kenneth Burke (1897-1993). These four
tropes are identified and illustrated as follows.

Metaphor: A metaphor compares two seemingly disparate subjects that share a commonality. One is

used as a substitute to refer to the other subject.

Eg,.AShe was a force of nature.o (Nature has of

person)

Metonymy: A word used as a substitute for another that is closely associated with and shares a
likeness.

Eg,.AiThe underground is cl|APemon The raergraund WAIl by $imon &

Garfunkel. Underground refers to the subway station)

Synecdoche: A word or phrase in which a part is used as a substitute to refer to the whole, or vice

versa.

E.g., A suit is only interested in profits. (Suit refers to a businessman)

Irony: A word or phrase taken to mean the opposite of its literal meaning.

E.g,Verbal irony iJliusaesdespeareds

iYet Br ut us amsbaigus and Brutus & an honourablemand ( Spoken by Ju

he is aware that Brutus is far from honourable)

The literal and figurative usage of these devices tend to overlap and shift, but we shall attempt to isolate
irony for the sake of clarity. Metaphors employ a lexical substitution through similarity. Synecdoche uses
a part for the whole or whole for the part, while metonymy tends to substitute based on close association
or proximity. While these three tropes involve comparisons and associations that are but a harmonious
extension of the same semantic connotation, irony, on the contrary, employs dissimilarity and an
aggressive reversal that induces incongruity and veiled connotations. Sperber and Wilson, in their book
Relevance: Communication and Cognition (1986), offer a useful distinction between metaphor and
ironyd fMetaphor plays on the relationship between the propositional form of an utterance and the
speaker's thought; irony plays on the relationship between the speaker's thought and a thought of
someone other t han t h#¥ The prapesk loweved, share a commonality in terms of their

interpretative nature.

11 Dan Sperber and Deidre Wilson, Relevance: Communication & Cognition (Oxford; Cambridge: Blackwell, 1986),

from

i us

Ca
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The simple semantic definition of irony illustrateda bove points to a Ot .ltseends
to engage in a more radical transformation than that of the other tropes. In A Map of Misreading (1975),
literary critic Harold Bloom adds hyperbole and metalepsis to the master taxonomy. Hyperbole lays
emphasis through exaggeration, while metalepsis refers indirectly to a commonly used figure of speech,
but within an original and innovative context, trope within a trope. Most figurative expressions layer
additional meanings to the text, and their comprehension is aided through comparison or association.
On the other hand, Irony proposes an inversion of intended meaning, thus requiring a reconstruction or
an unmasking of a hidden sense by analysing the surface value of the statement. It is also interesting

to note that other tropes could be expressed ironically, for instance, hyperbole.

In an essay on the four master tropes in The Kenyon Review (1941), Burke professes that his principal
concern with the four tropes is not of their figurative usage but rather their ability to discover and
describe the firuth.0 He prescribes substitutes for each trope: flFor metaphor we could substitute
perspective; For metonymy we could substitute reduction; For synecdoche we could substitute
representation; For irony we could substitute dialectic.3? He warns us of the playful nature of their
putative boundaries and their inclination to shade into the other at various instances. He makes specific
mention of irony and how it tends to encompass
us a representation by the use of mutually related or interacting perspectives - and this resultant
perspective of perspectives will necessarily be a reduction in the sense that a chart drawn to scale is a
reduction of tlltes edderd that all fouar trdpes iavedcommon features in that they are
all non-literal uses of language and require varying levels of interpretation. Irony, however, can be

distinguished by its characteristic attitude of dissociation toward that which is literally expressed.1#
Classifications of Irony

The Oxford English Dictionaryde f i nes i rony as fAThe expression

or char

t he

of

t hat normally signifies the opposit el Asitg dafimtian | y

suggests, irony is essentially located in language. Although irony is frequently anticipated to involve the
comic or the humorous, it varies in its usage and could be tragic in its tone. One notices this often in
classic drama, where tragic irony is used to obscure and deepen the plot. It has been nuanced into
several categories: cosmic, dramatic, and tragic irony, which foreground the relation between human
intention and conflicting outcomes of events.

243.

2ZKenneth Burke, i F dheKenyba Review 3, 6.4 (1p4é)s4210
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4332286.

BBurke, fAFour Master Tropes, o0 421.

“Dan Sperber and Dei dr e Mfglas8d(h992): 60DhitpsY/doiroity/a0.1016/60847 y , O
3841(92)90025-E.

157 | r oOxfgrd English Dictionary

ot
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Cosmic irony refers to the dissonance between expectation and predicted outcome caused by an
entity beyond the estimates of human understanding or control. Often Fate, God, Chance or the
uni verse are seen as such powers that could wi

actions.

Dramatic and tragic irony are typically stylistic devices used in literature. In dramatic irony, the audience
is in an omniscient position, well aware of the plot about to unfold. The twist in the plot is subtly or tacitly
expressed so that the audience are cognisant of the fate or fortune awaiting the unwitting character/s.
The actions and utterances of the characters take on a different meaning to the audience than they
would indicate to the intended individual/s ignorant of their own destinies. Dramatic irony within a
tragedyd where the predetermined plot brings about the twisted downfall of the unsuspecting
characterd indicates tragic irony. It leaves the audience feeling complicit and invested in the character's
tragic fate; they know the fate that must befall her despite the most valiant efforts to control the course
of destiny.

Situational irony involves an unexpected change of events, which may prove to be comic, tragic,
cosmically wrought or might even bring about the betterment of unhappy proceedings. These
unforeseen turns within a story help to intensify the plot and induce intrigue. Since these deviations are
hard to predict, they cause the account to remain dynamic and vivid in the minds of its audience. The

incongruous plot that defeats logical and common assumptions excites usd we are bought.

The twentieth century witnessed several American literary critics such as Kenneth Burke (1969), D.C
Muecke (1969) and Wayne C. Booth (1974) develop and review the concept of irony, thus making it
central to literary criticism in the Anglophone world. From the perspective of literary studies, much
systematic writing of the many taxonomies of irony has been undertaken. These have been based on
period, context, modes and grades, situations, the relationship between the ironist and audience or
victim; the list is exhaustive. Muecke dedicates a chapter to the basic classifications of irony in his book
The Compass of Irony (1969).

Muecke begins with broad distinctions between Verbal and Situational Irony. Where Verbal Irony
requires an ironist to write or speak an ironic expression, Situational lrony engages Fortune, Fate or
Chance to influence an ironic situation or outcome of events. On the one hand, the ironist is being

ironical, and on the other, the situation is ironic, and the ironic outcome is beyond human control.

In an effort to account for the extensive range of the subtleties of irony, Muecke further divides ways of
being ironical into three grades and four modes:

into grades according to the degree to which the real meaning is concealed, and into modes according
to the kind of relationship between the ironist and the irony. The three grades of irony | call Overt Irony,
Covert Irony, and Private Irony. The four modes | call Impersonal Irony, Self-disparaging Irony, Ingénu
Irony, and Dramatized irony.6

16 Muecke, The Compass of Irony, 53.
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When the irony is made explicit to the reader or victim, the usage of Overt Irony is implied. This could
be achieved through the tone of voice or stylistic indications in writing or the nature of the subject itself.
The receiver of Covert Irony would have minimal access to such clues and would need to probe deeper
to detect the subtle irony. However, a Private Ironist would delight in the obliviousness of their victim to
the irony aimed at them. The success of their irony is not necessarily reliant on its communication to
the intended target. Sometimes, Private Irony may be enjoyed by two or more people of a group while
the victim remains unsuspecting. The classification of the four modes is divided according to the part
played by the ironist in relation to the irony produced. Muecke then proceeds to present an exhaustive
list of sub-classes distinguished by techniques that appear to be dominant aspects in assorted cases

of verbal irony.%”

Diverse varieties of irony have been examined and isolated based on numerous variables. Muecke
recognises the accretion of numerous6 ki nd s @ ngf and identifies that
the effect, others from the medium, others again from the technique, or the function, or the object, or
the practitioner, orthet one, or t8He preceetsita attetnpt.a Systematic classification and
provides five factors that a feasible taxonomy of types of irony should follow. Norman Knox builds upon

this and provides a classification taking into consideration four significant variables:
1. the field of observation in which irony is noticed

2. the degree of conflict between appearance and reality, ranging from the slightest of differences to
diametrical opposites

3. an inherently dramatic structure containing three rolesd victim, audience, author
4. the philosophical-emotional aspect.1®

Knox disagrees, though, withone of Mueckeds c | aestaning to tha telationshdp
between the ironist and the irony. Knox argues that the ironist cannot be wholly or partially removed

from any type of irony she employs and thus replaces it with the author-victim-audience factor.

The field of observation in Knoxés classificati

He writes that these could range in form from the semantic unit of a pun to the cosmic irony of a life
event. While this deyflded dethiledthxonerhias of irdnyg with thé uiseabadsy it
is further extended as it may consist of not just words or events but might additionally include the
pictorial, the material and the conceptual. It could also be communicated performatively or through a
particular technique or even via the site of its location.

"Read chapter | V THe CanpassvwileryKoeah slabsration of the four modes of irony.

18 Muecke, The Compass of Irony, 4.

¥Norman Knox, #AOn the QVodemPhildlogyc7a (1972):63-62f | roni es, o
http:/mww.jstor.org/stable/436505.
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The numerous forms of irony, its functions, effects, methods and subtleties; its intimacy with satire,
sarcasm and parody challenge a singular definition. This will be explored subsequently by identifying
their differences, exploring broad definitions and examining their mechanisms as they appear in
artworks. The classifications of irony may not necessarily enable one to instantly tag ironies with
corresponding labels. Still, it would undoubtedly help appreciate the protean nature of the word and the
mutability of its concept and connotations.

Irony and Concomitant Terms

Irony is often seen in close conjunction with a constellation of concomitant terms: satire, parody,
pastiche, sarcasm and paradox or incongruity. These forms of humour vary in their degrees of comic
intent and sometimes function as a form of critique. A combination of these is often found in the visual
arts, and it is an arduous task to separate their connotations. In an effort to disambiguate, it would be

prudent to remember that their putative boundaries shift with context and are often porous and overlap.

Incongruity or paradox is central to the concept of irony. Schlegel states,il r ony i s t he®f orm of
suggesting that it is one of i r o misfiding attributes. The presence of irony does not simply signal the

opposite of what is being articulated but simultaneously expresses both sides of a tension, thus creating

a dynamic space for oscillating perceptions and incompatibilities to co-exist. Paradox in the visual arts

is achieved by juxtaposing images, ideas, image-text, material or techniques that seem self-

contradictory or incongruous. An incongruous juxtaposition could induce ironic contrast and alert the

audience to the presence of irony as it flouts common expectations. By presenting an alternative to the

dominant narrative or projected reality, it could induce pause to ruminate and cause us to reassess our

assumptions or preconceptions.

Sarcasm, known as the crudest form of irony, is often sharp and cutting and is used to mock or insult.
These two concepts are closely related, and it is hard to differentiate them as many utterances can be
understood as sarcastic or ironic or both. The delicate difference lies in that sarcasm is less subtle than
irony, and it makes its presence evident to the hearer or the audience. Therefore, when the intended

meaning is the apparent one, irony may be lacking.

Sometimes referred to as a spoof, parody involves an imitation of the original but with a variance, usually
comic exaggeration to satirise or ironise. It could suggest or evoke another work of art with one or more
of its aspects relating to style, material, content, context, composition or form. It is commonly found in
the visual arts where iconic works are partially imitated to gently mock, scrutinise, or even pay homage.
An older work is referenced in the creation of a new work of art. Margret A. Rose comments that parody
has been used as a device in the visual arts to induce irony or humour and has been used to transform

both images and genres, for example, heroic imagery into the mock-heroic and pastiche into comic

20 Schlegel, Lucinde and the Fragments, 149.
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pastiche.?! For the observer, recalling the specific context or setting is essential to fully appreciate both
the imitations and changes within a parody. However, while imitation is the central feature of parody,

the @hange of meaning' lies in the domain of the ironist.??

The t er m iégeavedfrone theeltdlian word pasticcio and refers to a work of art containing an
amalgam of different styles or ingredients. In the original sense, the word pasticcio refers to the manner
of a pasty or pie dish, apropos of its composition of several ingredients.?3 Pastiche could be broadly
applied to architecture, painting, musical compositions or literary work. The ter m O6pa
confused with that of Owharsas pamdiyecén.be descsbed as the domis
remaking or refunctioning of an older work, pastiche has traditionally been understood as the imitation
and even Oaonaor m@eofher ivdrkd and has its origins in the visual rather than the literary
a r t%*sA. miore recent term than parody, pastiche is descriptive of a process of compilation that is
impartial to critique, revaluation or comic effect. Certain recent definitions conflate both terms to
incorporate a humorous aspect, but Rose suggests a distinction between pastiche and comic
pastiched where the former is in closer association with its older usage as a derivative of pasticcio,
while the latter, owing to the ongoing practices of artists and writers, has developed its comic

connotation via the addition of parodic juxtaposition.

Satire, a literary genre, applicable also to the visual and performing arts, employs irony, humour,
exaggeration or wit to ridicule or expose human hypocrisies, corruptions or shallow aspirations. 25 Satire
is used to critique societal vices by drawing attention to the failings of men and society in order to
instigate a positive change. Satire can vary widely in its tone from playful teasing to undisguised
contempt. The visual satirist is a keen observer and may use caricature, wit, irony and other tools to

produce political and social criticism.

While there are differences between parody and satire, such as the mocking nature of satire versus the
possibly more sympathetic stance of parody, the visual satirist might use parody to evoke the subject
of her mockery while the parodist might pursue satirical or comical purposes. In satire, the object of its
attack is explicit, while with parody, the object is both part of its structure and the aim of its criticism or
tribute. Roseopi nes t hat parody in its most sophisti
diachronic and synchronic in its analysis of the work it re-functions, while satire alone is usually less
ambiguous about that which it is criticising, and less reliant upon the artistic merits of its target for either

21 Margaret A. Rose, Pictorial Irony, Parody, and Pastiche: Comic Interpictoriality in the Arts of the 19th and 20th
Centuries (Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 2011), 5.

2Dan Sperber and Deidre Wielngom,n Ml rsRiadioal Pdgndtiog, dlePi Qbk e
(New York: Academic Press, 1981), 311.

23 A, Rose, Pictorial Irony, 86.

24 A, Rose, Pictorial Irony, 86.

%I'n the intr odu tucinde and theFrag§meht$, EBirghew wrsi t es of Schl egel &
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its relation to his understanding ofironyd i When he uses the word fiwito he-is not

day sense of joking or punning; for him wit is ratherd as it was for most of the eighteenth centuryd the capacity to
di scover similarities and to form ideas: wit in the
30.
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itself or 2 Qasadiansahaap ltindaoHutcheéon, a prolific writer on irony and parody, offers
useful definitions of satire and parody as forms that use irony to structural and evaluative ends:

satire: the art of diminishing a subject by ridiculing (with intent to discourage) its vice or folly by the use
of irony, sarcasm, humour.

parody: imitation characterized by ironic inversion; repetition signalling ironic difference at the heart of
similarity.?”

Irony, understood initially as a literary technique, creates complexities or nuances in a narrative for

comic or emphatic effect and is often present in satirical literature or artistic satire. While satire is more
focussed on Omané, hi s t houg,lrdngadopid a subjectvity,aboveedhed s and
narrative of dna n fejecting singular notions and characterisations.?® This elevated and detached

position is already ironic and problematic as one cannot achieve a sterile separation from context when

reflecting on the world. Nevertheless, it is irony that enables us to question not just content but also

helps recognise the ability of a voice or an artistic position to generate multivocal subject positions. As

Derrida indicates, the finite totalitarianism of the sign and its determining nature must be resisted, but

one must also guard against perpetual interpretation, which would then render things meaningless. He

remarks, however,t hat @Al nfi ni ty ¢ an ndsuggebtingthatisubscebingtoasmguiars t ot al i

notion that rejects and represses all other possibilities of thought or discourse is the fivorst violence.&®

To transpose our understanding of the literary conceptualisation of these terms into their enunciation in
the visual arts, | have chosen three artworks, modern and contemporary examples, which serve to shed
light on the workings of pictorial irony, parody and satire. Purification by Muddy Water by
Gaganendranth Tagore (1867-1938) is a good example of political satire that employs irony, while Une
Moderne Olympia by Yasumasa Morimura and Ol y mp i a &g ReBee ¥ ax are both parodies of
Ma n e ®dnpia, that also engage with irony.

Gaganendranath used caricature, irony and satire in several political cartoons and his themes also

included the impact of colonisation on the natives.3°

Purification by Muddy Water (Fig. 1) is a printed lithograph from 1917. The Brahmin priest who is
supposed to lead a virtuous, non-materialistic lifestyle on a strict vegetarian diet is seen caricatured
here as an enormous, overbearing character, well-fed and prosperous with a potbelly. He holds a bag
ofmoneywi t h t he Bengali i n s,0moékt pkely gained fhrBugtpderationis drahdthe s s

26 A, Rose, Pictorial Irony, 85.

27 Linda Hutcheon, Double-Talking: Essays on Verbal and Visual Ironies in Contemporary Canadian Art and
Literature (Toronto: ECW Press, 1992), 36-37.

28 Claire Colebrook, Irony: The New Critical Idiom (London: Routledge, 2004), 119.

2% Derrida, Writing and Difference (Routledge, 1978), 133, 146.

30 Gaganendranath Tagore, an early modernist painter from India is also known to be an excellent cartoonist.
Born into colonial India, a period whose visual culture was composed of an intoxicating mix of styles,
Gaganendranath studied Japanese brush techniques and even assimilated the stylistic elements of Cubism in his
work. His artistic journey propelled him through several phases and eventually, he took up caricature. His satirical
images appear from 1917 onwards, published in a series of books and magazines.
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three devout, unsuspecting women, bowing their heads in prayer. He is also found to be sprinkling dirt
into the container of holy water meant for ritual purification. Viewers, consequently, are made wise to
the pretences of the priest. Our perception of this new evidence remains unavailable to the three naive
women in the image who remain oblivious to this alternative reality. The scene is offset by a striking

black, flat, geometric background.

Gaganendr an a tighlights the hypocrisyeof the Hindu priest and the pervasiveness of his
unmarred hierarchical status within society. The irony he uses is made visible in the contradiction
between the expectation of a pious individual and the image of the opportunistic priest, fattened through
his ill-gotten gains. Furthermore, the holy water is muddied and made physically impure by the very
priest responsible for its consecration. The irony found in the piece summons our preconceived beliefs

and presents a contradiction of them, thus forcing us to question their veracity.

Contemporary Japanese artist Yasumasa Morimura uses photography to reinterpret, appropriate and
parody iconic art historical subjects, artworks, artists and celebrities. Similar to the techniques and
methods of American artist Cindy Sherman, Morimura inserts himself into his images using props and
digital manipulation in his photographs. One sees the collapse of cultural boundaries and the

unrestricted exchange of artistic influences in his works.

In Une Moderne Olympia, 2018 (Fig. 2), Morimura parodies and reinvents the iconic historical
masterpiece Olympia, 1863 (Fig. 3) by Edouard Manet. Ma n e ®hinpiamo de | | e d a WVdnaesr
of Urbino, whichwasi ns pi r ed b ySle€iing Venus ofnce 1K), illuminates a long line of

imitation involving the modernisation of older works. 3! Rose sees this ironic modernisation as an

Ti

understated form of parody, ifé to create a new

ti al

and

ambiguities of the | att er 32rDaviating fromtthe adyllic landst&pe ofi ni n g

Gi or gi o n eTatian pMaesharsvithin the domestic interior setting of a Renaissance palace; Manet
further transforms the classical goddess into a bold, modern courtesan while Une Moderne Olympia

offers an explicit, comic parody.

Masquerading as both the figure of the white female nude and the black maid Laure33, who presents a
bouquet of flowers from an admirer, Morimurad subversive use of parody challenges notions of race,
ethnicity and gender. Through his own identity as an Asian male, he exposes the politics embedded in
traditional Western models of portraiture by inserting himself within the trope of the reclining female
nude. Mor i muradés wuse of Camp further queers and

theatricality, flamboyance, artifice, role-playing and an exaggeration of sexual characteristics and

personal style. It is playful and undermines commonplace aestheti ¢ j udgement by i

31 The Sleeping Venus is partially attributed to Titian as well, for the painting was incomplete at the time of

Gi orgioneb6s death in 1510. The sky and | andscape ar
32 A, Rose, Pictorial Irony, 83.
33 The figure of Laure was reclaimed from anonymity by GriseldaPol | ock i n the chapter
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taste of 3Sacks atnasStoen.tcag writes that AThe androgyne is
Camp sensCédmpi tpnaédte dQroawmy a@amé&i nst t he 3gMoariinmuo fad®ne:
masquerade in cultural drag presents us with a simultaneously virile and feminine body; using the ironic

strategy of camp, he intervenes and revises gendered, racial and aesthetic expectations set by the art

hi storical canon. I n Sont agds e xi seseral chavaoteristics th@a mp it
align with those of irony. She describes Camp as beir

can be taken, o and as a mode which employs fAgesture

cognoscenti and another, mor e | mper s onal3Itid iotarestingutd sote,dheweeer, that
Sontag sees irony as a fAtraditional meanso for going
introduces fia new standar d: % &@amp anflironyeftea seematmgo hathcde al , t he

in hand; Camp is largely ironic and could be considered as yet another one ofi r o Mgdéss

Mo r i muestaging of Olympia contains several ironic elements that highlight social, canonical and
cultural ambiguities. The recreation of the iconic masterpiece does not conform to the representational
politics of the genre and presents several contradictions and incongruities. A disguised Morimura
replaces the two female figures and alters both their genders and ethnicitiesd the servant is transformed
into a bearded man in a top hat donning a pale pink dress, while the reclining nude adorns an elaborate
headdress, similar to that of a geisha while lying on a plush red and gold bed cover, in stark contrast to
the muted tones of the embroidered silk shawl o f Ma Olemrpia.sThe black cat on the edge of the
bed, originally meant to serve as a symbol of prostitution, is replaced with the maneki-neko or the waving

black cat that is indicative of good fortune in Japanese culture.

These ironic alterations affect many unanticipated outcomes. For instance, the male gaze typically

invited by the figure of the reclining female nude is subverted, and the implied viewer of this piece might

be distinctly different from t he tola chkandeyn the sexeat at or 0
orientation and ethnicity of the subject represented. Mor i mur abds presence has un
dissemination of stereotyped representations of women by art historical canons. Additionally, his

cosmetic alterations serve as a good illustration of American philosopher and gender theorist Judith

But | er ¢ anthe pegfamativity of gender.3® The normative sexual positions that heterosexuality

prescribes are redefined; the relationship between the viewer and the subject may now be homosexual

and remains open to further interpretation. The black-gloved gentleman lover may represent the

fetishising Western gaze of the coloniser onto the exoticised Japanese stereotype. However, his pink

dress and positioning link him back to the subservient black housemaid o f Manet 6s piece.

¥Susan Sont ag, fi TN oAgastdnteipretation and Other Essays (New York: Farrar, Straus, and
Giroux, 1966), 291.

%Sont ag, Camp, 0 279.

%¥Sont ag, Camp, 0 281.

’Sontag, fACamp, o0 288.

38 Judith Butler in her book Gender Trouble (1990) first postulated the theory of the performativity of gender. It
proposes that gender is performative and constructed through reiterative acts, displacing prior notions of gender
as oOnatural o or stable.

f
i
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implicatedwithi n t he pi ece i s wihaMesdemaudturd, talling af theacomplexnexchange
of cultural transactions.

While Mor i mur adés deiwes poirharily from iy use of camp and witty juxtapositions, it is

somewhat ambiguous in its political intent. A comparable parody by Cox, Ol y mp i a $2001 By z

4), grants us a more committed critical irony. After several years as a fashion photographer, Jamaican-
American artist Renee Cox shifted her focus to fine art photography. Central to her work is the image
of the black woman and associated stereotypes. Using her own body as the primary motif in her digital
portraiture, she disrupts gendered racial stereotypes, redefines the black, female body and reclaims

agency.

The archival digital C-print Ol y mp i a Gissremihisoert of the manner of a studio family portrait,
staged with a flat background, with all three figures looking directly into the camera lens. Apart from
parodying the recliningnudep o st ur e oQlympaanderdfedriag to the iconic painting in her title,
CoxObky mpi a é6featur@®&anarny elisions and changes from the original that dismantle several

tropes embedded in the image.

Themuch-negl ected figure of L aurOympiatdnaws attdnteretl twartopesl
in European paintingd the African woman as slave or servant and the compounded Orientalist and
Africanist representation. The first emphasises class disparity and racial hierarchy, aiding in the erasure
of a bl ack wo mhenfustapdsedwithraisensuoug white female body, while the second
is representative of the asymmetrically powered race/genderrelatonsas a resul t of

exploitation of Africa and other colonies. By ironically inserting a black body a s 6 mintcsthee dvhite-
dominant trope of the reclining female nude, Cox disrupts the extended and elevated art historical
legacy of white female nudity. She brings agency and individuality to the black female body, which is

accentuated by the presence of her dreadlocks, which she regards as a symbol of Black culture.

With reference to the stereotypes of the eroticised and exoticised African female body, Cox dismantles
the racialised and gendered gaze with the insertion of her two multiracial children. With a hand placed

over her genital area, she is clear about restricting access to her body while her children bearing

i n Man

Europeb

weapons behind her suggestthati t woul d be danger olklvecativeoofa gacerwitre wer t o

her guards, she holds power and ownership over her own body. The voyeurism of the male colonial
gaze is interrupted by a maternal gaze owing to the presence of the half-white children that guard their
mother with traditional African weapons. Other cultural indicators include the bedspread, its stark

geometry echoed by the patterns on the beaded armband and necklace that adorn Cox.

The complex layers of ironic framing disturb the simple binaries of Black/White, Whore/Mother as they
are not necessarily mutually exclusive of each other within this setting. C o x rdixed-race children wear
headwraps and carry wooden spears. The figure of the black female nude provokes a sexualised gaze
from the viewer, while the identity of the dnotherdliberates the black female body from its sexualised
stereotype, as she gazes defiantly at the viewer in the company of her children. The image presents a

reconciliation of typically opposed positions. The irony present tends to amplify analyses and fosters
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oscillating perceptions of multiple racial and social identities that coinhabit the same space. The
performance of these pol yuwivaa tlassicémmgedstfazilitated by Cto o«

ironic appropriation of the supposed superiority of white art history.

From these examples, we can infer that parody and satire are but ironic modalities. In Jokes and Their
Relation to the Unconscious (1905), Sigmund Freud proposes that caricature, parody, and travesty
expose exalted ideas, personalities, and objects that have seized dignity through deception.®® Applying
this analysis to the three examples, we see that the first example containing satirical irony caricatures
a powerful figure and ridicules him by exposing the duplicity of his actions. The parodic irony of the
second example presents a more ambivalent attitude towards authority, which in this case is the power
and import of Western icons of art history. Morimura humorously reproduces the original image,
faithfully recalling it through his posturing and composition but induces reversals and distortions, thereby
subverting canonical, racial and gendered expectations of the iconic Olympia. Meanwhile, Cox6 s i

is less playful t hShendireltly atiacksuthre &véstern gaamon dyddgfiantly occupying

a space that has been racially exclusionary of the black female body.

It is evident that irony manifests itself in countless ways and performs very many functions; at times, it
is playful and, at others, reveals a more serious, critical purpose. Depending on experiences, tastes
and predilections, one may perceive positive or negative effects and may condemn or sanction its use.
Hutcheon offers a diagrammatic illustration of the functions of irony (see Fig. 5), delineating the
progression of its critical edge from minimal to maximal affective charge.*® She articulates positive and
negative distinctions for each function located by i d e s ¢ r.0iThe salems that Hutcheon provides is

useful to examine variations in terms of the strength of ironic affect in diverse artworks.*

Gaganendranat hds wor lsatiriccandfalssiri the yighierdegister of ifonicaffectaThis
ASSAILING type of satirical irony is unambiguous in intent as it is a direct attack on a religious
personage traditionally perceived to be of high moral standing in society. The object of the attack is

present and made explicit in the lithograph.

The two parodic examples of Morimura and Cox demonstratei r o n y 6 sEINFQRCING roR; by re-
presenting the Western canon of the reclining nude, they communicate a particular attitude toward it.
Mo r i muwseafdrany is playful, witty, self-reflexive and performs a LUDIC function. The incongruity
of a nude Asian male in the place reserved for a white female body presents an alternative perspective
that also locates it in the realm of the DISTANCING descriptor. It is also subversive as it challenges
the power differentials of the gaze. Still, one could argue that it presents an overarching open-ended,
PROVISIONAL tone, while C o x f@iese is more emphatically OPPOSITIONAL and polemic.

3% Freud, Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, trans. and ed. James Strachey (New York: W.W. Norton
and Company. Inc., 1960), 200-01.

6Manet 6

mage

40 Linda Hutcheon,| r ony 6s Edge: The Th e(oondgn; Mew ¥orkPRoltledge, 1994), 47f | r ony
“Infurther writing, | r e fapital lettecs told U tganh  oyn @ sh et alkelse ru itrog sc whi |

the functions on either side.
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This difference in critical edge could be linked to the degree of conflict between the original and the
parodic imitation. The original presents the white female nude of a courtesan and her black maidservant,
while Morimura duplicates himself as two light-skinned Japanese mend a nude male courtesan with a
feminine Japanese hairdo and his gentleman lover outfitted partiallyi n En g | iaccdssoden. BVhile
Japan had to negotiate Western colonialism beginning in the mid-nineteenth century constantly, it was
never formally colonised and was a coloniser itself. Therefore, both figures of Morimura, identifiable as
Japanese men, can still be located in relative positions of privilege in terms of both race and gender.
Morimura references the complex cultural construction of Japanese identity that is entwined with its

semi-colonial past.

One can sense a PROVISIONAL tone as Morimura is more commentative rather than critical of the
profound influence of Western culture and its manifestations in the arts, clothing and customs of Japan.
Certain ironic alterations even seem non-essential and subsidiary or decorative. He is not as
polemical as Cox, who decisively eliminates all traces of European culture, replacing it with her own
heritage. Additi on théfrage of rEferende significamtlyg by repldcihgehe said with
her children. One could contend that even the reclining nude pose of the courtesan that she mimics is
transformed into that of a regal queen mother surrounded by her young guards.

The black i dent it yOlyppiaeis that bf a icatoniskba Afriean ddentity, historically

exploited, considered inherently inferior and that of a subservient class in a disadvantaged position of

a woman with relegated social status. In contrast, the black characterin Ol y mp i a éransgBezsez

such stereotypes and is majestic and stately. She is a declaration of self-determination and presents

an identity that is not subject to the patronising, gendered, racial perceptions of another. The piece can

plainly be perceived as a corrective to gender and racial bias and, in a sense, extends itself to perform

an AGGREGATIVE function. Irony is often exclusionary, 6 per formingé in theory onl
it, but it is also considered inclusive on many an occasion. This particular context of asymmetrically

coded power is inclusive in its representation of a racial minority. Needless to say, not all irony is

embedded within a satiric or parodic format.

Going forward, this thesis will examine further instances of the manifestations of visual irony across
time periods and also across different media to better our understanding of its purposes and
mechanisms in the visualarts. Hut cheondés descri pt or salongfviththbéirgositivenct i ons
and negative interpretations, will re-emerge in the final chapter as they are applied to contemporary
artworks. These artworks employ irony as a subversive strategy to undermine a Eurocentric worldview
and other enduring colonial legacies. The terms featuring in the diagram will be highlighted in the
analyses of the artworks of the final chapter in a similar manner as above. Hut cheondéswilldi agr am

prove helpful to evaluate the critical edge of the irony employed in these subversive artworks.

To lay the foundation for this anti-colonial resistance, the next subsection opens with the justificatory
claims of scientific racism, which is followed by a literature review of postcolonial theory. Postcolonial
writers highlight and undermine the racist reductionism nurtured by the scientific racism of the

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with strategies of writing that employ irony, positive ambiguity,
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heterogeneity and hybridity, amongst others. The ideological for mat i on of 6r ac ethed
authority of science and the purposes of imperial conquest, form the context to understanding racial
oppression. The narrative of scientific racism serves as an example of the universalising, univocal

impulse that the polyvocal aims to disaggregate with the multiple meanings afforded by irony.

1.2 Scientific Racism

il am, somehow, |l ess interested in the weingaht
certainty that people of equal talent have

i StephenJay Gould, The Pandads Thumb: More Refl ect

A fascination for taxonomy and nomenclature manifest itself most potently in the work of Swedish
naturalist, Carolus Linnaeus (1707-1778). A botanist, zoologist, physician and explorer, Linnaeus,
known as the father of modern taxonomy, is credited to have established a formal classificatory system
for the grouping and naming of living organisms. Systema Naturae, his epoch-making work, published
in 1735, spawned several editions and contains meticulous classifications of the plant, animal and
mineral kingdoms. Through a great many expeditions and advantageous networks with European
colonies and trading posts, Linnaeus accumulated and expanded his imposing list of species; his

classifications are based on five hierarchical levels of kingdom, class, order, genus, and species. As
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God was seen to have created nature, genus and specieswer e seen as 6égniavteunrda | éwhoirl el

Linnaeus arranged the rest. 42 Saul Dubow, in his book Scientific Racism in Modern South Africa (1995),
outlines the disquieting complicity between European Enlightenment and racism. He notes the curious
paradox of Enlightenment rationalism that | ay
relation to nature, as well as hi s or ifthig hestrmises
was that scientific methods of reasoning and their assumed objectivity were in fact, drafted to authorise

and sustain deep-rooted racial prejudices.*3
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t hi

O6Raced as a category was firmly est ablnoShbneodapiensr ough

into four types: American, European, Asiatic and the African Man; replete with attached character
descriptions.** Edward Said later comments that this combination of physiological and moral
cataloguing gathers strength later in the nineteenth century to build archetypal genetic generalisations
that characterise much literature on the Orient.*®> Apart from Linnaeus, the mid to late eighteenth century
saw in a multitude of others the burgeoning impulse to generate racial classifications of mankind. French

naturalist Georges Buffon (1707-1788), German philosopher and polygenist Christoph Meiners (1747-

42 Prior to Linnaeus, French physician Francois Bernier, in a brief essay from 1684, divided humans into four
broad races. This was the first case of post-classical thought on racial classifications.

43 Saul Dubow, Scientific Racism in Modern South Africa (Cambridge [England]; New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1995), 25.

44 Dubow, Scientific Racism in Modern South Africa, 25.

45 Edward Said, Orientalism (1978; repr., London: Penguin Classics, 2003), 119.
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1810) and German naturalist and early anthropologist Johann-Friedrich Blumenbach (1752-1840) made
eager contributions and paved the way for further attempts in the nineteenth century, which was
characterised by a mounting imperialist zeitgeist.

Bl umenbachdés influenti al wor k, based on anatomical d
division of five human groups: Caucasian,*é Mongolian, Ethiopian, American and Malayan. An advocate
of monogenesis, Blumenbach, superimposed a Christian theology onto his concepts and claimed a
Caucasian identity for Adam and Eve. Unlike most of his contemporaries, however, he fervently
opposed supporters of racial inferiority theories, supported the abolition of slavery and also defended
the uniformity of the intellectual and moral temperaments of all peoples. Nevertheless, he believed in
the concept of social degeneration and attributed it to environmental factors and diet. The hierarchy of
this scheme of grouping as relative 6tobd6 and degener a
Caucasian standard inadvertently set the stage for the proliferation of scientific racism. His comparative

descriptions of crania laid the foundation for the disciplinary field of craniometry.

In an article titled fRace Matters: Orientalism and Religion, India and Beyond c. 1770-1880,0 scholar

Shruti Kapila notes that t heivoRlrdelin trelemepgingd typolagiesoWi | | i am
race, which has been | argely ignored in scholarship.
expedition to the Pacific between 1772-1775. In addition, under the generous patronage of the English

statesman and then Governor-General of Bengal, Warren Hastings, Hodges also travelled to India in

1778 and lived there for six years. Known chiefly for his picturesque style of rendering landscapes and

ancient ruins, Hodges also produced chalk drawings and portrait paintings of natives from Easter Island,

New Zealand, Tahiti and India, amongst other places that he visited on his voyages. While Blumenbach

felt t hat Hodgesds drawi ngs wer e romantically i ncl i
ethnographic material to make observations on skin colour, complexion, hair and the effect of

geography and climate on the degeneration of racial types.4” Hodges then contributed not only to the

orientalist portrayal of civilisations from India and the Pacific Islands but also to European racial

typology.

Kapila quot es f rOotme Natural MeietybobMahking (1795):

The complexions of the people on the Coast of Coromandel and to the southward, are considerably
darker than those to the northward. It is also to be observed, that the native Hindoos are generally
darker than the Mussulman, who originally came from Tartary and Persia. The latter may in fact be
called a fair people; and | have even seen many of them with red hair and florid complexions. It is a well
known fact, that when a Tartar or Persian family has resided in India for a few generations, their

Bl umenbach was the first to coin the term 0Catwkimmedi and, t al
peoples of Europe and adjoining areas of West Asia and North Africa. He deemed them to possess the highest
i deal s of aesthetic beauty, with é6whited considered as the

shades of brown.
“Shr ut i RaeeMatiera: Oriefitalism and Religion, India and Beyond c. 1770-1 8 8 MBlpdérn Asian Studies
41, no. 3 (2007): 480-81.
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complexions have considerably deepened. The Mogul family of the house of Timoor, | understand, are
of a deep olive complexion.*8

In this statement, Blumenbach observes differences in racial types within the sub-continent. Isolating

conquerorsasnon-nati ve from 6original d inhabitants, he

differences of skin colour and interestingly brings religion and conquest into the discourse of racial

types.

Intersections between language and race emerged in the work of Sir William Jones (1746-1794). A
British orientalist, philologist and judge of the Supreme court of Calcutta, he made a profound impact in
the field of linguistics, which extended its effect to racial discourse. In the late 1700s, his comparative
linguistic analysis proposed a linguistic kinship between Sanskrit, Latin and Greek, relating them also
to Gothic, Celtic and Persian. Jones established his Aryan invasion theory by propositioning the notion
of shared cultural ancestry between Europeans and Indians through Indo-European linguistic affinities.

The theory was embraced by many elite Indian upper-caste nationalists as it opportunely differentiated

their status from the | ower castes, placing them

one hand, it challenged the basis of imperial authority, but on the other, the shared superior ancestry
between the upper castes and the colonisers legitimised their rule, positioning it almost as a benevolent
act of caring for their less fortunate, now degraded, Aryan cousins.*® The Aryan theory was later co-
opted by scholars such as French author Joseph Arthur de Gobineau (1816-1882) to legitimise

discriminatory ideologies.

est at

in t

ACrani oscopyo, a method devised by German physiologi

(1758-1828) , emerged in the 1790s. I't was | ater

rename

Spurzheim (1776-1832), who popularise d t he system further. This fscienc

and moral faculties were located in specific parts of the brain, and therefore, the personality and
character of an individual could be discerned by palpating the uneven contours of the cranium, upon
which the corresponding portions of the br ai n were thought to exer
organology fixed the brain as the organ of the mind. He postulated twenty-seven mental traits, situating
them to corresponrditmrg sio rogPaChashcer thits afickhras cunning, wisdom,
obstinacy and even a tendency to steal were presumed to be determined and predicted through bumps
on the skull.5* Phrenology was considered an authoritative and respected science in its heyday in the
early nineteenth century and gained popularity in the United States, helping to strengthen and buttress
justifications of slavery. American physician Charles Caldwell (1772-1853), for instance, deemed
slavery as fdAnat ur al 0hecknt mentalanfetiofityeof &l Afpcanopsoplel Phrendlogy

provided scientific ground to vindicate slaveholders and was applied imaginatively in the Victorian

“KapiRacge iMatters, o 481.

4% Tony Ballantyne, Orientalism and Race: Aryanism in the British Empire (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 3-4.

50 Edwin Clarke and Kenneth Dewhurst, An lllustrated History of Brain Function (University of California Press,
1972), 92.

51 Clarke and Dewhurst, An lllustrated History of Brain Function, 92.
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period to aspects of criminal justice, education and even the choice of a good wife. Assisting the careful
regulation of female sexuality, two phrenological organs related to affection for offspring and controlled

sexual appetite were paramount in the selection of a future wife.

In 1825, a surgeon from the East India Company, George Murray Paterson, founded the Calcutta
Phrenological Society in Bengal. Paterson collected, trafficked and displayed a growing number of
skulls, with some assistance in procurement willingly offered by the Indian modernist, social and
educational reformer, Raja Ram Mohan Roy.5? Some of these skulls were amongst the first from the
Indian sub-continent to find their way to the Edinburgh Phrenological Society, which was founded by
George Combe, a Scottish lawyer and ardent proponent of the phrenological movement. These systems
of exchange, of people, material objects (in this particular case, materials that reduced people to objects
for examination) and ideas between empire and colony, along with the unequal nature of the terms of
their relationship, coloured the articulation of new forms of knowledge ranging from science to social

and political thought®*Kapi |l a notes the implications of privilegi!

or O0knowing6 of India, rather than via reayedlFall;g vel y

out of favour at the turn of the twentieth century for its flawed methodology, lack of scientific rigor and
falsely attributed therapeutic potential, phrenology has since been discredited as an absurd

pseudoscience.%

The Western concept of race was firmly established through an analysis of differences in skin colour,
hair, facial features and other physical criteria. The scholarly examination of racial classifications gained
momentum with the study of physical anthropology. Apparatus for the measurement of facial features
were devised, protrusion of jaw from the forehead measured, and cranial and nasal indices formulated.
American physician, craniologist and polygenist Samuel George Morton (1799-1851), devoted to the
justification of slavery , gat hered a vast collection of human
founded on rational grounds. In Crania Americana from 1839, he embarked on a comparative analysis
of skulls from the Aboriginal Nations of North and South America. He proceeded to arrange a variety of
skulls hierarchically, his criterion to ranking being that the larger the skull, the more substantial the brain
and therefore indisputably, the superior the intelligence.>® By way of this fallacious formulaic notion, he

ranked Caucasians first, in both intellect and beauty, Indians intermediate and Blacks last. A science

skul

tangled in questfifoenrse otfi alacheu mannd wiadrit ho ca*h never be

2KapiRace iMatters, o 487.

SKapiRage fiMat t-488.s, 0 487

54 While essentially erroneous, phrenology did, however, foster interest in the brain and via false premises,

arrived at the notion of localized cortical function.

55 An article in Science Daily notes, that Morton did not collect data on body size, completely overlooking the
correlation between brain and body size. Further to this, since brain and body size adapt to varying climates,
nutrition and other factors, there can be no causal link between cranial measurement and intelligence.

B¥paul Wol fThei Fabék!l j nihis Seeds: Lost Notes to the
Rac e Sc PlesBiglagy (October 2018),
https://journals.plos.org/plosbiology/article?id=10.1371/journal.pbio.2007008#sec004. Mitchell remarks that even

Case

though Mortonb6s data may have been unbiased, his science
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In The Races of Men (1850), Scottish physician, anatomist and zoologist Robert Knox (1791-1862)
sought to establish a connection between raamanand nat
character, individual and national, is traceable solely to the nature of that race to which the individual or
nation belongs.®” Amongst other publications, the commitment to the division of races into distinctive
types through their mental and physical di f ferences that were O0biological
inferior was sustained through works such as The Animal Kingdom (1817) by French naturalist Georges
Cuvier (1769-1832) and An Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races (1853) by Gobineau.
Gobineauds work appropriates b adddblehastorical ieferensédaochs of et
is notorious for promoting Aryan racial supremacy while also holding pejorative views on miscegenation.
Gobineau spoke of the quantity and quality of blood and the perils of racial mixing. He writes:

Even if we admit that it is better to turn a myriad of degraded beings into mediocre men than to preserve

the race of princes whose blood is adulterated and impoverished by being made to suffer this

dishonourable change, yet there is still the unfortunate fact that the change does not stop here; for when

the mediocre men are once created at the expense of the greater, they combine with other mediocrities,

and from such unions, which grow ever more and more degraded, is born a confusion which, like that of

Babel, ends in utter impotence, and leads societies down to the abyss of nothingness whence no power

on earth can rescue them.58
He goes on to say that hi st or yefrobnatee white meenhatnbnadan i al | Ci
exist without its help, and that a society is great and brilliant only so far as it preserves the blood of the
noble group that created it#*Thi s aspect of the épurityoé of race and
and embellished by Hitler for incendiary political purposes, which with tragic inevitability, led to the

Holocaust.

With Charles Darwinbés theory predented inbi¢ bodk Oomthe Oaigindof nat ur al
Species (1859), the Christian theological comparative basis for establishing hierarchies of race was

under mined. Darwinian evolution provided &éscientific
fuelled biological racism and inadvertently left a terrifying legacy in its wake. The evolutionary narrative,

with its distinctions between O0savage6 and O6civilis
punishment, colonial subjugation and the mass genocide of native populations who were considered

an inferior race. Native Australian Aboriginals, for instance, were perceived as a race doomed to die

out; therefore, Br i ti sh settl ers bore no responsibility and
inevitable. Some even considered it a kindness to hasten the process. Regarded by anthropologists

and scientists as O6missing links6 in the evolutionary

were systematically dehumanised, their bones and body parts used as specimens for scientific

57 Robert Knox, The Races of Men (Philadelphia: Lea & Blanchard, 1850), 8. Knox is infamous for his
involvement in the Burke and Hare scandal, in which a series of murders were committed for selling cadavers to
Knox for his anatomical explorations.

58 Arthur de Gobineau, An Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races, trans. Adrian Collins (London: William
Heinemann, 1915), 210, https://archive.org/details/inequalityofhuma00gobi/page/210/mode/2up.

59 Gobineau, An Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races, 210.
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investigation. The accountability for horrific crimeswasevaded on account of O6natura

in Ohuman progress?o.

English sociologist and philosopher Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) is known to have coined the phrase
Asurvival of the fittesto. Spencer adapts Darwinbds |
reproductive selection in species and applies these to aspects of the social development of the human

population. According to Spencer, the process of social evolution developed similarly, through

competition and the struggle to adapt, with only the socially and economically successful designed to

survive. The concept of Social Darwinism found in the writing of Spencer and others moulded attitudes

relatingto t he spread of empire, t h e -ihcreasmd faith intthe pré- 6i nf er
eminence of the Anglo-Saxon race and even laid the foundation for government policy when dealing

with the O6problemd of native popul ations.

Eugenics, a derivative of Social Darwinism, developed in the late nineteenth century with the ideas of
Francis Galton, a cousin of Darwin. Coined in 1883, eugenics promoted the idea of controlling human
breeding in an attempt to improve racial pedigree, where the preservation and perpetuation of desirable
characteristics were of paramount importance. Disease, mental illness, criminal tendencies, physical
disability and even economic and social ills such as poverty were considered as inherited and were
slated for elimination. Measur es such as forced sterilimsadiedd, ott he
immigration laws, marriage laws, social policies, segregation and laissez-faire policies were advocated.
Pro-sterilisation arguments typically consisted of fears of race degeneration, inherited criminality and
sexual promiscuity.®® Darwinism, eugenics and ideas of Social Darwinism profoundly influenced
Nazism. Theories were often perverted and mobilised to suit ideological motivations, as is evidenced

through Hi tl erfinsumaniytthatestenemedfom sacisbnationalism.

Eugenic-influenced anxieties affected state and federal government policy, with terrible consequences

for indigenous populations. In Australia, for example, for most of the twentieth century, Aboriginal and

Torres Strait Islander children, specifically those with European mixed-race descent, were forcibly taken

from their families as a matter of government policy of assimilation and in order to control the
consequences of mi s c-elg @ o cauld Aboriginal$\Wveirel egpected inelxdrably to

become extinct, children were seen as more adaptabl e.
seen as polluting t hethdr@mations, thgréforepviere tldsely raghiatet by the a ¢ e

state. Placed in boarding schools and settler, Christian families, all ties between children and their

indigenous families and -chaesrtietda ggei rwesr ew esreev eernecdo. u réaHyael df
thereby (according to colonial logic) dilutingandevent ual |y O6breeding outd the abo
whil e assimilating 6superior6 racial stock. Many toda

60 Dubow notes that eugenic sterilisations became widespread in America between the late 1920s to around
1935, with similar measures endorsed in other countries such as Canada, Sweden, Denmark, Finland and
Germany, while Britain took a slightly more conservative approach. 149.
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The dehumanisation of indigenous peoples on account of eugenics proliferated and was epitomised in

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries with the appearance of human zoos and public human

exhibitions in Europe. American showman, P.T. Barnum known for founding the Barnum and Bailey

circus, cashed in on t he Hedsplayzdyan AfricanrAmdridae mafi nameds i ng | i |
William Henry Johnson. Crafting a fictitious back story that he was a wild man-monkey captured in

Africa, Johnson would often be revealed in a cage, playing the part in a furry suit. In 1904, Ota Benga,
ayoungMbuti man from the Congo in Central Africa, was ac
Fair. In 1906, Benga shared a cage in the Monkey House exhibit in the Bronx zoo and was labelled as

6The African Pygmyod, famed Itimkhe tAme ehayd o/t heextaimmpd le fomi
turned into a spectacle, was the case of Saartjie Baartman, a Khoisan woman from South Africa.

Ni cknamed the fAiHottentot Venuso, she was exhibited as
is known to have subjected her to several examinations. Even after her death in 1815, he gained

permission to autopsy her body, dissect and display parts, organs and genitalia in a museum in Paris.
Baartmands portrayal has been t h®irosiatiegtneents, and fwilmany c o
return to this topic in later pages.

From circus organisers to leading men of science, the portrayal of natives was consistent, as primitive

savages, simian-like, sub-human, and inferior. By means of these 6 sci ent i fiicladadady est abl
divisions, t h e 0 @dsltanstricted as a subject separate from the established, dominant group,

customarily comprising of European societies. Appearing in Hegelian discourse, important insights

regarding the concept of Self and the Other were propounded in Phenomenology of the Spirit of 1807.

In his chapter on self-consciousness, Hegel elaborates how our experience or sense of ourselves is
contingent on and facilitat edVe boye to define euxspvesbyeunce of t
relationship or difference to the Other; for instance, man as differentiated from an object or animal; the

natives, of course, were systematically denied this distinction.

Frederick Douglass explains with clarity:

the slave master had a direct interest in discrediting the personality of those he held as property. Every
man who had a thousand dollars so invested had a thousand reasons for painting the black man as fit
only for slavery. Having made him the companion of horses and mules, he naturally sought to justify
himself by assuming that the negro was not much better than a mule. The holders of twenty hundred
mi Il 1l ion dol | ar snthunvao chattéls pooureg theaneans df igfluencing press, pulpit, and
politician, and through these instrumentalities they belittled our virtues and magnified our vices, and
have made us odious in the eyes of the world.%?

The phenomenon of Othering is manifest in power relations. For instance, the imperialist must
differentiate himself from the colonised subject to maintain supremacy while simultaneously
constructing the fictitious inferior identity of the colonised subject. Hence the Other and its

characteristics are essentially disparate from the Self. Hegel postulated the well-k n o wn -b&lnodrsdna n 6

or Omalsaeved dialectic, where a hyencoudaringér\cantrastipgs an i d«

SlFrederi ck Dougl as $he NditlAmericah Réview 132, hon295 (H881): 573.
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oneself with another. In this complex exchange of the demand for mutual recognition, Hegel believes
that this conflict between two self-c o n' s ¢ i o uis its exrente snevitably results in one becoming
submissive to the other. Both entities become inextricably and intimately connected through their
awareness of difference. In addition to phenomenology, the process of constituting difference or
Otherness is a crucial area of study across varying disciplines as diverse as literature and linguistics,
sociology, psychology and anthropology; a study of the same process has also been employed in queer,

feminist and postcolonial theorising.

Through the nineteenth and late twentieth centuries, Western science assisted in legitimising and

6provingd the inferiority of the Other through raci a
whichin reality reflected sexist, racist and cléassi st
Cultural theorist and political activist Stuart Hal/l

that meanings are constructed by systems of representation that are fixed by certain codes, which form

correlations between our conceptual systems and language systems or in other words, systems of
representation organise, construct and communicate meaning.%? | thought it pertinent to conclude this

section with an illustration from the late nineteenth century, which in its racist depiction of difference

and otherness, drives home the compelling need for postcolonial and decolonial critique, and (especially

aligned to the purposes of this thesis) their critical deconstructions of the enduring and damaging effects

of wvisual regi mes of representation of the Other. Tit
AThe White Mands Burden (Apologies to Ketfichtoma) , K6 6 i s
colonialism (see Fig. 6).

Two elderly white men, seen as the national personifications of Britain and the U.S., have large wicker

baskets strapped to their backs,over f |l owi ng with native peoples. They
breakingtas k of carrying groups of O6ésavage, &6 ungrateful n a
mountain towards (the shimmering golden godly personi
distance with open arms. The imperialists carry the natives overther oc ks | abel |l ed &ébarbari
6ignorance, d oO6vice,®6 and rather ironically, over o0sl a
goal of civilisation. The illustration stages the narrative of colonialism as a hard and thankless job but

nonetheless, as a superior, moral obligation to civilise ignorant natives. In this visualisation dedicated

to legitimising the notion of a o6civilising mission, 8
anything Aotherdo than Europddrnec wl twirl altisgeagitalld gmioa taend . a
ironic that much of the pervasive ethnic prejudice that still casts its long shadow on our contemporary

life was founded on this veneration of the conveniently obtuse understandingof6 ci vi | i sati on, 6

6progress, 6 and O6righteousness. 0

In this telling portrayal of the mindset of white superiority, hegemonic dominance is portrayed as aid
or Ohelp,d with no consi der askedfornAlbeittmore subtly,ther t he hel p

26Languaged6 here, is not restricted to linguistic conventi
cultural and visual systems.
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essentialising of difference through cultural stereotyping continues to be relayed through photography,

media, film and television. As postcolonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha suggests, stereotyping is not just

Afithe setaofi ng fual se i mage which becomes the scapegoat
of a more complex story of colonial fantasy which is an ambivalent site of projection, introjection,

displacement, guilt and aggressivity.® He asserts thatthestere ot ype dr amati ses a O6sepa
visibility of this separation which, in denying the colonized the capacities of self-government,

independence, Western modes of civility, lends authority to the official version and mission of colonial

p o w &4 Theditter and deafening unintentional irony of this image is that the two men ought to have

been portrayed as carrying the labelled sins and undesirable attributes (written on the stones) in their

baskets while trampling over the mount of bodies of the natives; a version closer to the truth.

Intersecting paths of science and pseudo-science bred racial myths and stereotypes, cementing
attitudes of white supremacy. The theorisation of thewe st ern concept of O&éraced was:s
transformed through different periods of history depending on ideological, political and imperial
agendas. Classificatory sciences that distinguished and provided hierarchical distance from the Other,
on the one hand, allayed fears of the unknown and bolstered confidence in legitimating European
superiority, but on the other, also led to increased anxieties of racial contamination. The rise of
evolutionary thought became a catalyst for the escalation of racism. These ideas were enthusiastically
received as they naturalised slavery and justified colonial conquest. In later pages, | intend to show how

this xenophobic colonialist mindset has been subjected to forms of irony in contemporary artworks.

1.3 Literature Review of Postcolonial Theory

It is important to give an account of literary and theoretical critiques of the colonialist mindset, a critical
heritage that contemporary artists engage with. A number of exemplary diverse anti-colonial voices
emerged in the twentieth century, creating a reservoir of critique against unjust colonial practices in
many forms of art, culture and politics. Their analyses and deliberations are particularly significant to
this thesis because they feed into the motivations of irony used in subsequent contemporary artistic
practices which critique colonialism and Eurocentrism. These dissenting voices demonstrate fierce
resistance to the univocalism of the colonial project and unravel its hypocrisies and inconsistencies.
They also reflect on the ambivalence of the postcolonial psyche, the internalised inferiority embedded
in native consciousness and provide insight into the harmful manufacture of discriminatory stereotypes.
Stereotypical notions and essentialised understanding of indigenous peoples feature often and

ironically in the work of several contemporary artists that express a critical disposition to Eurocentrism.

6The Age o fodatihg Bomaround the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries, was a period of

extensive geographical explorationoflandspr evi ously unfamiliar to European:

63 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London; New York: Routledge, 1994), 81-82.
64 Bhabha, LOC, 82-83.



30

in itself a remarkably contested term as it invalidates the agency of people and cultures that inhabited
these lands prior to the European invasion. The term also attributes an exclusive importance to
Eurocentric experiences of the world at large. Western historiography that documents these encounters
and explorations is fraught with the biased aggrandisement of the bearing of colonial empires on
colonised lands. Certain key features of European early modernity such as technological innovations
and industrialisation, along with the growing need for raw materials, labour, broader markets and higher
profits, were the catalysts for the quests to seek new and efficient trade routes across the seas,
culminating in the rise of colonialism. South America, Asia and Africa were subjected to colonial rule
and were systematically exploited to provide the essential resources required to satiate the growing

appetites of a globalised capitalistic economy.

The t esteoolontaldcould be identified as the period after imperialism during which a previously
colonised country begins the process of decolonising its political, social and economic structures. While
the prefix 6 post 6 indicates t he t e mp o tha lemedyésnafian politcal s of t
independence from empire rule, it is important to note that a country is forever changed by colonial
intervention in myriad, intricate and enduring ways. Postcolonial theory is a method of inquiry that
interprets and analyses the impact of the legacies of colonial intervention and cultural imperialism, it is

applied across a wide variety of disciplines such as literature, law, arts, science, history and philosophy.

Postcolonial literary criticism locates within literary texts (primarily in the English language), customary
modes of representation of natives by Europeans that encourage the preservation of western
hegemony. The 1975 reading of Joseph C 0 n r dldaét ef Darkness by influential Nigerian novelist and
poet Chinua Achebe, cautions against the canonisation of the text for its misrepresentation of Africa.
He wr Hdaedf Darkfiesspr oj ect s t he i mage of A famithesiaof Busopefit he ot t
and therefore of civilisat i on, a pl| a vaanted ihtelligencemral refinement are finally mocked
by triumphant bestiality. % A c h e b e 6 uncovers ertcoded prejudice and reveals that the novel
presents an African backdrop merely for the adventures of the European man.% Achebe comments on
the relationship between Africa and Europe by offering an uncomplimentary but telling comparison,
AAfrica is to Europe as o &arrign ontotwnbomehe mastertuloadd bdis i an Gr a
physical and moral deformities so t h&%ERurtherpostoadopialgo f or w
critiques of literature produced by colonial powers are undertaken by theorists such as Edward Said in
Orientalism (1978) and Homi K. Bhabha in The Location of Culture (1994), which lay bare the imperialist

ideologies embedded in colonial texts.

65Chi nua Achebe, AAn | mage of Afri ca: ThHeMassashusetis Reviewo57r ad' s He a
no. 1 (Spring 2016): 14-27, http://ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/login?url=https://www-proquest-
com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/docview/1780817843?accountid=8424.

%6Achebe also offers his own thoughts on t hteeWesseenstwl ogy of
suffer deep anxieties about the precariousness of its civilization and to have a need for constant reassurance by
comparison with Africa.o 25.

67 Achebe , A An | mag2s. of Africa, o
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Postcolonial theory is a heterogeneous body of knowledge that also deals with the socio-psychological
aftermath of colonialism and examines its sustained forms of oppression through the interactions of
race and power. The long uncontested and established hierarchies of race are profoundly embedded
in European and American histories and literatures. The project of postcolonialism can be seen as a
critical practice that aims to revise the corruption of native epistemologies while also revealing
essentialising tendencies and the totalitarian nature of colonialism. Thus, one could perhaps describe
the postcolonial project as an ethical exercise that attempts to dismantle a naturalised Eurocentric grand

narrative while foregrounding the voices lost to it.
Early Colonial Resistance

The nature of colonial oppression and the subsequent formation of colonial resistance to military,
economic and cultural rule differed markedly between Asia, Africa and South America. The anti-colonial
writings and ideas of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869-1948), William Edward Burghardt Du Bois
(1868-1963), Aimé Fernand David Césaire (1913-2008) and Frantz Omar Fanon (1925-1961), on the
freedom and cultural struggle for decolonisation, contributed significantly to the development of

postcolonial theory.8

In India, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, a lawyer, activist and revolutionary, was to be a major force
in the world of Indian nationalist politics. Completing a law degree in England, he returned to India and
struggled for a few years to establish a stable practice. He then moved to South Africa in 1893 to
practice law and returned to live in India in 1915. Rising to prominence through his involvement in civil
rights activism on behalf of the Indian expatriate community in South Africa, Gandhi6 s st r arfomgi es of
violent protest first began to take shape. Gandhi penned a modest tract called Hind Swaraj or Indian
Home Rule in 1908 in his native language of Guijarati; this was later translated into English and
published as a small book in 1909. The book contains a harsh critique of British colonialism and modern
industrial civilisation, which caused it to be banned by the British Indian government as a seditious text.
It also contains G a n dsiphil@sophies on non-violent resistance and the advocation of an idea of swaraj
or self-rule that was devoid of the principles of modernity or the western capitalism that governed British

rule.

Gandhi took to the Indian political stage as the architect of a strategy of protest called Satyagraha,
which was based on non-violence or the practice of ahimsa. Gandhi did not see non-violent non-
cooperation as mere passivity but rather as an active form of resistance. Responding to a government
secretary on whether the practice of Satyagraha was meant to be a threat to the British government,
Gandhi records his reply in his autobiography:
This was no threat’, | had replied. 'lt was educating the people. It is my duty to place before the people
all the legitimate remedies for grievances. A nation that wants to come into its own ought to know all the

ways and means to freedom. Usually they include violence as the last remedy. Satyagraha, on the other
hand, is an absolutely non- violent weapon. | regard it as my duty to explain its practice and its

68 One of the critiques of postcolonial theory is the omission of South American thought.
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limitations. | have no doubt that the British Government is a powerful Government, but | have no doubt
also that Satyagraha is a sovereign remedy.5°
Adopting a position of moral superiority against the British, Gandhi endorsed the values and practices
of a Brahmacharya,”® disciplined abstinence, self-sacrifice and purity of mind, body and soul. He also
stressed on fswadeshiovalues of boycotting British goods in favour of domestic products, indigenous
resources and modes of production. Recognising the link between imperialism and exploitative
capitalist modernity, he directed his energies toward self-sustenance and the affirmation of cultural

practices and languages.

In his writing, Gandhi periodically adopts universal, cosmopolitan and syncretic religious principles;
however, his forms of resistance were problematically linked explicity to Hindu ideals. This
amalgamation of sectarian with national identity risked the marginalisation of minority communities. In
the slow transition from the British Raj to self-rule, apart from anti-colonial sentiments in India,
communal violence between the Hindu majority and the Muslim minority was reaching dangerous
levels. The particulars of the sharing of power amongst Indians once the British had left, became the

pressing issue.

The struggle ensued with Muhammad Ali Jinnah, leader of the All-India Muslim League, fighting for an

equal share of power for Muslims at the all-India centre while the Hindu-ledCongr es s és mi

win a strong hold over the all-Indiacentre.Gandhi 6s waning influence on

disapproval of partition as a solution went largely ignored. With the British demarcating territorial lines
in 1947 to aid in their hasty retreat, these separate and incompatible strands of nationalism led to a
painful partition violently suffered by Hindu, Muslim and Sikh alike as they stumbled across the freshly
drawn margins of the two postcolonial nation-states of Pakistan and India.”* While Gandhi was
irrevocably opposed to the partition, his conspicuous adoption of Hindu ideals along with the religious
undertones of his political decision-making did not help assuage the fears of minorities regarding the
establishment of a Hindu raj. In the aftermath of the horrors of partition, however, Gandhi was very

vocal regarding the mistreatment of Muslims, even earning the moniker

angry and traumatised Hindus.”2 He continued to endure as a powerful dissenting voice against colonial

univocalism, strongly advocating for Hindu, Sikh and Muslim unity and a return to kindness and peace.

69 Mahatma Gandhi, An Autobiography, Or, The Story of My Experiments with Truth (Ahmedabad: Navajivan
Pub. House, 1996), 316-17. https://hdl-handle-net.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/2027/heb.02431. EPUB.

70 In the Indian religious traditions of Hinduism, Jainism and Buddhism, a Brahmacharya is one who leads a
virtuous lifestyle of self-restraint, meditation and studies, conducive to the attainment of spiritual liberation and
divine knowledge.

71 Sugata Bose and Ayesha Jalal, Modern South Asia: History, Culture, Political Economy (New York: Routledge,
1998), 188-89.

72 Stanley Wolpert, Shameful Flight: The Last Years of the British Empire in India (Oxford University Press,
2006), 177 and 190.
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Dur i ng dLyaansdnhSouih Africa, he began to study the abolitionist movement and was deeply
interested in the Black American freedom struggle.” African American civil rights activist and scholar,
W.E.B. Du Bois (1868-1963) shared a reciprocal interest in the Indian freedom struggle. In February of
1929, Du Bois wrote a letter requesting a message from Gandhit o t he fAtwel ve mill i on
grandchi | dr sraggliodgfor EbérationensAnerica.” Du Bois asserts in the letter that race and
colour p r o bworkdiwileod and that théy needed his support. In a demonstration of cross-
cultural solidarity, Gandhi responds to Du Bois with an inspiring message, stressing that the

descendants of slaves ought not to feel shame for the dishonour belonged solely to the slave owner.

Born in Massachusetts, Du Bois trained as a sociologist at the University of Berlin and as a historian at
Harvard University. Becoming the first African American to earn a doctorate degree, he later became a
professor at Atlanta University. An advocate of Pan-Africanism, Du Bois co-founded the National
Association for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP) in 1909. His prolific writing has had
enormous influence and has essentially shaped the African American literary tradition. The Souls of
Black Folk (1903), a pivotal book that shot Du Bois to literary fame, comprises thirteen essays and a
short story. Containing a wide-ranging representation of black experience, the book includes poetry,

historical excerpts, poignant autobiographical accounts, songs and even lines of sheet music.

Du BotiisMes in Berlin brought him into contact with th
concept of the interdependent psyche between master and bondsman, to the social dilemma of the

black community living in a predominantly white America. Du Bois fears that the African American will

forever lack true self-consciousness, as he only sees himself through the eyes of the dominant culture.

A self-consciousness ironically shaped by the lens of others. He articulates this tension through the

concept of double consciousness, the state of being both American and black. Du Bois describes this
condition as being embodied within a peculiar state
singular corporeal form,it wo soul s, two t hough tsswo waringidealsinane onci | ed
dark body, whose dogged strength aIWitmregark ® thgpwsual t f r om

arts, irony as a strategic aesthetic response tends to provoke an examination of these split loyalties,

“ln Gandhi 6s defence of the Indian community in South Afri
Africans should not be subjected to the same laws, for Indians had a long history of building great civilisations

while (by popular estimation at the time) Africa did not. These racist views were transformed by his study of the

life and ideas of Booker T. Washington (1856-1915), who despite being born into slavery, went on to become a

legendary author and educator.

“Lynn Burnett, fAGandhiés Connection with BookerTheT. Washing:
Cross Cultural Solidarity History Project, https://crossculturalsolidarity.com/gandhis-connections-with-booker-t-
washington-w-e-b-du-bois-and-marcus-garvey!/.

75 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk: The Oxford W. E. B. Du Bois, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (Oxford

University Press, 2007), 3. Tunisian author, Albert Memmi, (1920-2 02 0) al so app!l s Hegel 6s ma
dialectic in his influential text The Colonizer and the Colonized ( 1 96 5) . Memmi 6 s wor k paints cor
nuanced character portraits of both coloniser and colonised, from his unique viewpoint as a Jew born into a

predominantly Muslim colony in Tunisia, North Africa. Memmi elaborates upon the contradiction and ambiguity

inherent in the binding relationship between colonizer and colonised, and of how they are both tempted and

forced, respectively, to accept their roles as oppressor and oppressed. He also notes the manipulation of power

in the colonizalddow ¢hes alssti oni il @altliypyn of the colonised, t he
dependence.
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critically reflecting on the unresolvable tensions embedded in the inherent duality that is symptomatic
of the postcolonial condition.

Appropriating American abolitionist Frederick Dougl a:
the metaphor popular as he uses it in the opening line of chapter two, fithe problem of the twentieth

century is the problem of the color-I i r®&efairing to the crisis of racial discrimination and segregation,

he enhances the visual and psychological impact of the divisionary metaphor withth at of hi s own,
vedfThhe Veil of Raceod a®#dhroudhdis sioves iarld comdeptsCGhatl illostrated .
racial discrimination, one could interpret Du Boisds
Black oppressed and White oppressor. Yet, if one looks deeper, his metaphor of double consciousness

challenges this clinical binary. The existence of both Self and Other within an individual black
consciousness adds further complexities. Du Bois speaks to the paradoxical effects of this dilemma:

fSuch a double life, with double thoughts, double duties, and double social classes, must give rise to

double words and double ideals, and tempt the mind to pretence or to revolt, to hypocrisy or

r adi c &IThiskind.ofddoubling is ironic, where two entities or elements, though contradictory, seem

to attain equal validity in the consciousness. Du Bois identifies this indeterminate state as the problem

afflicting black consciousness, leading to a sense of unworthiness and disenfranchisement. The artist

ironist navigates through the dilemma of these impossible situations and dual expressions, contesting

the notion of adThe parceiged rhatady isttransfamed iatb dtrategic resistance by an

artistdéds application of subversive irony.

Du Bois seeks to reconcile this affliction of the subordinated African American identity, through a

merging of the two selves. Amer i can historian David Levering Lewis,
draws attention to the revolutionary method in which Du Bois turns this precarious position of a double
consciousness into a potential strength. Lewis states that by affirming and owning the perpetual tension,

Du Bois perceived that #fAthe destiny of the race coul
nor separatism but t o p ¥ &duchton, BunBbis believed, wdsthpduretmthé i on. 0
ills of social separatism, to the pressures of prejudice and poverty and a means to achieve full equality,

self-respect and a healthy self-consciousness.

Ideologies and concepts developed by Du Bois in The Souls of Black Folk were foundational to the
Negritude movement, which was a literary, cultural and political movement that responded to the
prejudicial treatment of Black people with a positive assertion of Black identity. The influential Afro-
Caribbean, Francophone, poet, writer and politician Aimé Césaire from the island of Martinique is

renowned for his role in the Negritude movement. Césaire, along with Leopold Senghor, contributed

6 Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 8.

7 Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, Pages 38 and 96 respectively.

78 Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 96. Du Bois felt that this contradiction was illustrated in the difference
between the ethical tendencies of African Americans living in the South and North, one prone to hypocritical
compromise, while the other to anarchic radicalism.

70 David Levering Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois: Biography of a Race, 1868 7 1919 (New York: Henry Holt and
Company, 1993), 194-95.
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significantly to the movement. Employing an engaging surrealist literary style and Marxist ideas, they
called for a Pan-African unity in the face of cultural imperialism. By incorporating the pejorative term
négre and transforming it into an expression of empowerment, Césaire fought to reclaim black colonised

identity and consciousness.

In Discourse on Colonialism from 1950, Césaire launches a direct, unbridled attack on colonialism and
the inherent hypocrisy of European justifications of its accompanying advantages of progress and
civilisation. He calls outthe bar bar i sm and 0 # oatuselof aciviisatisnettats)ustiies
colonialism as an altruistic and benevolent &ivilising Missiondespousing Christian virtues. Césaire
demands an examination of the working dynamics of colonisation and labours to display the truth and
terrifying reach of its savagery.
First we must study how colonization works to decivilize the colonizer, to brutalize him in the truest
sense of the word, to degrade him, to awaken him to buried instincts, to covetousness, violence, race
hatred, and moral relativism; and we must show that each time a head is cut off or an eye put out in
Vietnam and in France they accept the fact, each time a little girl is raped and in France they accept the
fact, each time a Madagascan is tortured and in France they accept the fact, civilization acquires
another dead weight, a universal regression takes place, a gangrene sets in, a center of infection begins
to spread; and that at the end of all these treatises that have been violated, all these lies that have been
propagated, all these punitive expeditions that have been tolerated, all these prisoners who have been
tied up and fAinterrogated, o0 all these patriots who hav
has been encouraged, all the boastfulness that has been displayed, a poison has been distilled into the
veins of Europe and, slowly but surely, the continent proceeds toward savagery.8!
One notes the ir omupsusdge EResadjéecivesayt aged t o imnmencr i be ¢t}
attribute of the coloniser, one that was so freely ascribed to the colonised native.® It is also interesting
to note that this excerpt which forms a whole paragraph, is in fact composed of a single sentence.
C®sairebs style of writing iFRendhpoetvandwtiter Afdi Bretonpae en i nf |
founder of the Surrealist movement, who encouraged Césaire to engage surrealism into his political
arsenal. The style is effective in that it conveys a sense of urgency to action and facilitates a pouring

out of raw, honest feeling that is unvarnished by diplomacy.83

Césaire proceeds to pull apart and dissect the uncomfortable truths of the colonial enterprise. He draws
parallels between Nazism and coloniaismand points out t hlautalitywwere toricens o f Hi
perpetrators of the very crime that befell them. He speaks of the complicity of the European victims of
Nazism and remarkst h a t fibefore they were its victims, they we
that Nazism before it was inflicted on them, that they absolved it, shut their eyes to it, legitimised it,
because, until then, it had been applied only to non-European peoples; éhe Arabs of Algeria, the

Acoolieso of I ndia, &M hesetinboasistentiesghg eemarks, revehls A f & £aau do

80 Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham and Robin D.G. Kelley (NYU Press, 2000), 39.

81 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 35-36.

82 Michael Taussig in Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses ( 1 993) , writes that the
the colonizer of the savagery imputed to the savageo is wh:
to the inherently mimetic structure of attribution and counter-attribution. For further discussion, see page 66.

83 We see this influence embodied later in the writings of Frantz Fanon, who studied under Césaire.

84 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 36.
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h u ma n itamié biased and racist.®> Hitler, he deems, unwittingly inhabits the distinguished,
humanistic, Christian bourgeois of the twentieth century.8 Césaire exposes several such ruptures and
ironies of the colonial projectd that thieves and swindlers were given the responsibility of spreading
Christian virtues and that the seemingly altruistic campaign of civilising the barbaric natives was in fact
stained with the savagery of the colonisers themselves. He argued that communal societies and
sustainable indigenous economies hadbeendi srupted by i mperial capi

only served colonial interests.

Césaire also addresses the important role of psychology in colonisation. He speaks of the crafty and
calculative embedding of an inferiority complex among the natives throught he @i dea of
N e g rwhich was essentially afEur op e an i#nCésairetalsootackles French psychoanalyst
Octave Manno ni 6 s el a lhedegenhdenzynconplex. Ih the context of the Malagasy peoples,
Mannoni posits that since colonisation had triggered an abandonment of routine tribal society, the
resulting instability in a foreign environment had caused the Malagasies to prefer an infantile
dependency on the coloniser. The underlying premise was that the psychology of the Madagascan was
different from that of the European, in that he would rather abandon freedom and autonomy in favour
of maintaining or even craving paternal dependency on the coloniser.88 Césaire comments that this
hypothesis completely ignores instances of the Madagascan revolution and other demonstrations of

resistance to French colonial occupation.

Césaire lays out the false equations that pervade colonial ideology, Chiistianity = civilization, paganism
= savagery®® and posits one of hisown, it ol oni zati on =0Hfet hsianygi ftihcaat

who in order to ease his conscience gets into the habit of seeing the other man as an animal, accustoms

tal i smé

the b

ifad rh.ed oc ¢

himself to treating him like an animal, and tends objectively to transform himselfi nt o an®ani mal

Césaire identifiesthisas t he &éboomer ang é2Heé rematks thaf abuseis emabledzba
the objectification and dehumanisation of the other; however, this process does not leave the initiator

unaffected. He, in turn, becomes savage, inhuman and animalistic.

In conclusion, Césaire reminds us of the history of atrocities committed by the bourgeoisie class under
the guise of human progress. At a time where America was perceived by some as liberators, Césaire
is prophetic about American imperialism and dubs the Americanasthed mod er n h°QC ®saaii
ideas sought to reaffirm pride in black identity and the cultural values of traditional African communal

societies. He saw this as a way to counter the obstacle of a fallaciously imposed inferior status. His

85 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 37.
86 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 36.
87 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 53.
88 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 60.
89 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 33.
90 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 42.
91 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 41.
92 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 41.
93 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 76.
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work on the psychology peculiar to the processes of colonisation and its impact on both the coloniser

and colonised widely influenced other writers, including Fanon.

Frantz Fanon, also a Martinican is known to have studied under Césaire. Césaire and other writers from
the negritude movement were a significant influence on Fanon, though he did later turn critical toward
the movement. Black Skin, White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961) are Fa n o
most influential and radical texts. Fanon, born under French colonial rule in Martinique, later pursued

medicine and psychiatry at the University of Lyon in France.

The opening quote of Black Skin, White Masks, istakenf r o m C ®Bisadursesn® Golonialism, which
marks the calculative imbedding of fear, subservience and inferior status in the minds of the colonised.
F a n o mtdoduction comments on the psychological crisis of the black man. His text employs a
psychoanalytical approach that explores the dynamics of colonialism and racism on both coloniser and
the colonised. Using excerpts from black writers, psychiatric case studies and channelling his own lived
experience as a colonised subject along with his experiences of fighting in the war, Fanon writes of the
psychopathological effects of colonial assimilation on native identityd an inferiority complex internalised
through systematic dehumanisation and an imposed racial hierarchy. Engaging in a multidisciplinary

approach, Fanon draws from psychoanalysis, Marxism, literary criticism and existential philosophy.

The phenomenon of |l anguage i s t Mmhe adopianwfksa Ewurbpeah
language, such as French, by a black native is to display an alleged linguistic superiority, a subversive
tool to unlocking and accessing the privileged world of the coloniser. Fanon warns, however, that an
obsessive mimicry of the oppressor could lead to a rupture in identity, causing a sense of alienation.
This idea of mimicry and ambivalence, characteristic of the postcolonial condition, inspire later

postcolonial theorists such as Bhabha.

flLet us have the courage to say it outright: It is the racist who creates his inferior.* Through this quote,
Fanon surmises that the feeling of inferiority is but a counterpart constructed through the correlated
assumption of European superiority.®> Applying the Hegelian master-slave dialectic to colonial relations,
he is of the view that the master is indifferent to recognition from the slave and only sees value in the
slavebs |l abour. The sl ave, i n thelmastemie axderttd umeck doars

of privilege and lacks the independence of the Hegelian conception of the slave.® He believes that the

9 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (London: Pluto Press, 2008), 69.
9 This is a concept that later becomes vital to Edward Said, a key figure, seen as a founder of postcolonial
studies. | explore this further in later pages.

9% Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 220-21. I n Hegel 6s view, since onhthe sl
master for existence, the master cannot truly attain recognition through the consciousness of the slave. As true
recognition can come only from another independent

of self is weak and unfulfilled; this gives the slave a minor advantage in this play of dependency. The inherent

contradiction of these compromi sed medi ations is reveal ed,

psychologically dependent on the other for sustained submission and acknowledgement of power. Each entity
ironically absorbs the master and slave into their respective subjectivity.
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desire and struggle for recognition can only be fulfilled through an understanding of intersubjective
dependence and mutual recognition.

Fanon makes mention of archetypal representations of people of colour who were repeatedly ascribed
evil attributes in magazines and comics. The native children consuming these publications created by
white authors for white children tended to internalise these stereotypes. The black man seeing himself
through a European lens as savage, subhuman, animalistic, primitive and hyper-sexualised, rejects his
own identity, choosing instead to emulate his antithetical, white Other. Fanon cites a personal incident

of discrimination and its resulting impact on him:

fLook, a Negro!®@ fMama, see the Negro! Indf r i g ht elmede updmy gind to laugh myself to
tears, buté | could no longer laugh, because | already knew that there were legends, stories, history,
and above all historicityé Then, assailed at various points, the corporeal schema crumbled, its place
taken by a racial epidermal schemaé it was no longer a question of being aware of my body in the third
person but in a triple personé | was given not one but two, three placesé | existed triplyé | was
responsible at the same time for my body, for my race, for my ancestors. | subjected myself to an
objective examination, | discovered my blackness, my ethnic characteristics; and | was battered down
by tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetichism, racial defects, slave-shipsé On that day,
completely dislocated, unable to be abroad with the other, the white man, who unmercifully imprisoned
me, | took myself far off from my own presence, far indeed, and made myself an object.®’

Fanon speaks of the distressing effect of failing to be seen as simply a man amongst other men. He

has his body constanty bur dened with the weight off black tethriice

stereotypes, along with the perpetual misrepresentation of his ancestors.i Wi t hout a Negr o

a Negro future, it was impossible for me to live my Negrohood. Not yet white, no longer wholly black, |
was d a rffriTkede lives from Fanon echo the mental uncertainty and ambivalence present in Du
Boi sbs ¢ 0 n ¢ e pansciondnessd dhe belsudtant sense of displacement compels him to
disengage from his corporeal existence, to become an object.

His chapters devoted to women are tendentious in that there is a rigid heterosexual framework within
which the analysis of women is reduced solely to their biological sex and sexual desires. In some places,
the misogyny is explicit; for instance, commenting on the fear of the Negrophobic white woman of rape
by a black man, Fanon asks, BaSically, does this fear of rape not itself cry out for rape? Just as there
are faces that ask to be slapped, can one not speak of women who ask to be raped?@° One notes an
overpowering androcentric tenort o Fanon 6 sas & explorgssaspects of sexual violence,

interracial-gendered hierarchies, sexual jealousy, fantasies and the desiring gaze of colonial conquest.

menos

past

In fADesire and Differenceo, English soci al theori st

problematicrender i ng of homosexuality. | n repoessed hpnaosesualitye s ,

Dol

is construed as a cause of a violent and neurotic racism,0 whi |l e i n ot he manffesti Fanon

97 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 112.
98 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 138.
99 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 156.
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homosexuality as an effect o f the same n8%UA engihcfoomadties moeveal s

prejudiced views on homosexuality. According to him, Martinique records the lack of an explicit
presence of homosexuality; he attributes this to the absence of the Oedipus complex in the Antilles.
With regards to the occasional group of transvestites, Fanon insists on the ultimate presence of a
fi n o r heteto@ormative pattern.
But | am convinced that they lead normal sex lives. They can take a punch like any fhe-manoand they
are not impervious to the allures of women-fish and vegetable merchants. In Europe, on the other hand,
| have known several Martinicans who became homosexuals, always passive. But this was by no means
a neurotic homosexuality: For them it was a means to a livelihood, as pimping is for others.0!
Interestingly, despite the qthi®namnjpéastnavedinfluanedad sevesal
gueer theorists and also some Black queer artists. F a n o an@lgsis of race inequality in colonial
relations has been used as a framework for addressing gender discrimination in heteronormative
societies. While there are close affinities, there is no simple equivalence between racist and sexist types

of discrimination.

In The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon records the violence inherent in the exploitative nature of
colonisation and declares that the opposing process of decolonisation and liberation, too, must be
violent. We find mechanisms of reversal employed as a counterstrategy, where Fanon deems
proportional violence and armed struggle as a necessary reciprocal. For Fanon, the revolution of

colonised peoples ironically embodies both creative and destructive qualities.10?

Actively engaged in the Algerian resistance against French colonial forces, Fanon finds the impatience
for freedom and the assertion of self-identity, underpinning the need for violence. As a vital inauguration
to the process of decolonisation, Fanon calls for a pan-African consciousness (as opposed to a
separatist tribalism); however, he also advocated the need for a national culture that was self-reflexive
and receptive to change. Heis mi ndf ul t hat 6national culture
ethnocentrism and the constrictions of a static, fetishised identity. He is also prophetic about the native
bourgeoisie appropriating the role of the imperialist, as they too were beneficiaries of the colonial
system. Fanon recognises the socio-economic consequences of colonial racism and emphasises that
the peasantry class, who had endured the worst of colonial capitalist exploitation, were the true

revolutionaries and vital to the freedom struggle.

Amidst the problematic valorisation of violence, Fanon calls ultimately for the emergence of a new
humanism, not the brand of enlightenment humanism, which he saw as a pseudo-universalism

essentially veiling univocal and racist exclusionism, but an inclusive humanism, transcending national,

of

0

Fano

Fano

coul

Wjonathan Dol limore, fDesire and Diff eRaecrandéhe Subjechob sexual i ty
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101 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 180. See footnote 44.
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racial and class boundaries. For the liberated postcolonial state, Fanon advises commitment to socialist
ideals and cautions against the trappings of simulating European models, as he believed racist

structures were reflected in the discourses stemming from its civilisation.

Foralifecutshortbyan unt i mel y dnluancenhas b&ea immanseswidely read generations
after his books were first published, Fanon continues to influence voices of resistance against racist
attitudes, with a profound impact on postcolonial and decolonial theorists. His authentic visions of
decolonisation were ahead of his time and helped to create a reservoir of critical discourse that

eventually found its way into the ironic practices of subsequent theorists and artists.
Orientalism

Palestinian American cultural critic Edward W. Said further laid the foundation for postcolonial studies
by providing a remarkable model of textual analysis that lay bare Eurocentric prejudice. Growing up in
Jerusalem and Cairo, educated in the halls of Princeton and Harvard, Said assumed the post of a
Professor of English and Comparative literature at Columbia University in the 1960s. With regard to
examining the long legacy of polarising distinctions made between the East and West, Orientalism
(1978) by Said is widely acclaimed and also contested. Said proffers several descriptions of
@®rientalismét hr oughout the book. He identifies it as
form of paranoi aodo, ,0fiaamn di nap ¥estaar famewek thiough whiclo ta view
Oriental subjects.1% The practice of fashioning arbitrary geographical boundaries presumed to contain
ethnic, social and cultural types, homogenised the cultures of considerably large geographical areas
while nurturing the maintenance of fictional distinctions between the exotic and distant Orient from the
civilised Occident.

Said makes mention of the Oriental genre of painting that was in vogue in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. Visual representations of the Orient as sensual, sublime, exotic, strange,
eccentric, primitive and barbaric proliferated and were naturalised. In effect, the discipline of Orientalism
fashions the oriental subject through misrepresentation, biased forms of documentation, religious
bigotry and negative contrast with a Euro-Christian identity. Ironicallyd and this is the core of
Orientalismo this6 ot heri ngd binary served to shape and

scientific mind of the European was attributed to Enlightenment ideals, while his good character, nobility
and temperament were strongly tied to his virtuous Christian upbringing. Christian missionary
organisations were also vested in the expansion of Europe, as colonial conquest accelerated the spread

of Christianity amongst the pagan races.

Said flags Napoleon B o n a p aimvasieroo§Egyptin the late eighteenth century as a formative moment
for the ideological construction of Orientalist discourse. Along with the goal of military conquest, crucial

instruments of western epistemological hegemony were deployed in this expedition. Napoleon enlisted

103 5aid, Orientalism, 321, 72, 95.
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scholars, ethnographers, naturalists, scientists and engineers to gather information on Egypt. The
history and culture of Egypt, archived and catalogued through the crucible of French colonial ambition,
created a comprehensive body of knowledge that irrevocably influenced European attitudes towards
the Orient. Said argues that these attitudes still continue to govern our fcontemporary cultural and
political perspectivesoof Egypt and other Islamic nations.%4 In 1798, the same year of the expedition,
Napoleon swiftly founded the Institut d'Egypte. Imbued with Enlightenment ideals, it was designed to
support an encyclopaedic survey of ancient and modern Egypt, its language, natural history, politics,
literature and arts, amongst other aspects. In the nineteenth century, a great surge of interest
concerning Oriental studies led to the birth of similar institutions such as the Royal Asiatic Society and
the American Oriental Society, which abetted, what Sai d cal | %towadsfieGrient. ual att
The Orient was thus an accumulative construction of non-European identity under the authority of texts
rather than direct contact. 1% Texts that had been fashioned by the limited visions and unopposed,

privileged vocabulary of the Western perspective.

Said employsAnt oni o Gramsci 6s and Michel Foucaultds respect
He reveals the relationship between the structures of power and knowledge by conceptualising
Orientalism as discourse, as knowledge of the Orient, framed through the authority of texts produced
by a dominant Eurocentric voice. With regard to this type of text that claimed to contain knowledge on
the Orient, Said observes:

Expertise is attributed to it. The authority of academics, institutions, and governments can accrue to it,

surrounding it with still greater prestige than its practical successes warrant. Most important, such texts

can create not only knowledge but also the very reality they appear to describe. In time such knowledge

and reality produce a tradition, or what Michel Foucault calls a discourse, whose material presence or

weight, not the originality of a given author, is really responsible for the texts produced out of it.1%7
The supremacy of the written word over or al traditio
over representation. With a blind eye turned to the political interests and cultural prejudices of the
knower/Orientalist, it is his voice thatisallowe d t o speak with authority on the
through the manipulation of forms of knowledge. As Sai d puts it, AiOne myth sup
anot Wer . o

Physiological, moral, psychological and social characteristics were attributed to the Oriental subject.
Said illuminates the many objectionable ethnic stereotypes that thrive in colonial narratives, Th@
perfidious Chinese, half-naked Indians, and passive Muslims.d% Through the analysis of texts by
colonial administrators, philosophers, historians and authors such as Cromer, Disraeli, Homer, Kipling

and others, Said unpacks the dangerous distortions and reductive generalisations that fatefully form the

104 3aid, Orientalism, 42.

105 Said, Orientalism, 83.

106 These sources varied from ethnographic documentation to imaginative travel literature.
107 Said, Orientalism, 94.

108 Said, Orientalism, 307.

109 3aid, Orientalism, 108.
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canonical basis of the empi rAnéysingkamexcelptérahgGeomereSgidr di ng t
summarises his presumptions of Oriental character, concluding with a negative comparison with the

European temperamentd fOr i ent als or Arabs areé fidevoid of energ

Aiful some flattery, o intrigue, cunning, and theyki ndnes:
are Alethargic and suspicious, 0 and in everything opp
Saxon ®Saeddogoes on to say that f#fAthe Oriental i s dep

court of law), something one studies and depicts (as in a curriculum), something one disciplines (as in
a school or prison), somet hing oné"Thdse framaworkstthats ( as i
were shaped and maintained by the imperial strength of the West strictly regulated how the Oriental

subject was to be stereotypically depicted.

Egyptian-French thinker and political scientist Anwar Abdel-Malek, known for championing pan-
Arabism, is cited by Sai dorfiosrm hafs p chsosuegdiTirenQpentalifirt chrei thiee
becomes the static, passive fiobjsedcandotherdd agaioshanl ar | vy d
anthropocentrism aligned to a Eurocentric exemplar. The silence of the Orient in the wake of the all-

pervasive military and political strength of the West provided a seedbed for (what Derrida might call)

the violence of a singular notion of history. As self-appointed saviours, the imperialists wove around

themselves a dissimulation through the narrative of an altruistic mission to wrench the ignorant natives

away from the brink of economic, social and moral degradation and to rehabilitate and transform lawless

l ands into productive colonies. As Said pronounces,

scope of mpireéod

Marxist literary theorist, Ajaz Ahmed, of f er s a f i e rQrientalsm inIh ThgooyeClassks, Sai d 6 s
Nations, Literatures from 1992. He comments on the privileging of Western canonical literary texts and

attributes this orientation to S a i dwns European-inflected scholarly training in the discipline of

Comparative Literature. Sai dés pi votal work has been critiqued for
colonialism, to paint the work of all Orientalists with the broad brush of imperialist ideology and in

addition, tooftenmi sconst r ue Muaentalidm hasvbeéntfound ¢acking in its examination of

the social structures of class and also overlooks the gendered and sexualised nature of colonial

encounters. Nevertheless, the extraordinary impact of Orientalism on postcolonial studies cannot be

disputed. Through its questioning of the established power and authority of Western knowledge,

scholarly objectivity and its success in unveiling the regimes of representation that constructed the

fictional Other, Orientalism lends itself as a model of analysis to diverse disciplines and new fields of

scholarship.

Postcolonial Studies

110 Said, Orientalism, 38-39.

111 Said, Orientalism, 40.

112 Said, Orientalism, 98 and 108.
113 Said, Orientalism, 104.
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The institutional advance of postcolonial studies developed in the academies of the US and the UK in
the 1990s. Postcolonial theorists delved into unearthing the myriad forms of colonial oppression,
indebted to anti-colonial thought from South Asia and Africa. Scholars began to examine the intricate
history of the deployment and maintenance of colonial hierarchical relations through literary works,
institutional law and the imposition of language and culture. The role of anthropology, the ideological
conditioning through education and, more directly, the impact of political, economic and military control
were also scrutinised. Among the early Indian postcolonial scholars, Gayathri Chakravorty Spivak and

Homi K. Bhabha have been significantly influential in the field of postcolonial studies.

Gayathri Chakravorty Spivak, born in 1942 in the city of Calcutta, during the chaos of the tail end of
colonial rule and the emergence of independent India, was witness to the violence of the partition of
both Bengal and that of India. She was witness not only to the physical, visceral violence of British
colonialists but also to the processes of nationalism. On completion of her undergraduate degree at the
University of Calcutta, she moved to America for higher education and is currently a professor at
Columbia University and a founder of its Institute for Comparative Literature and Society. Spivak rose
to prominence with her English translation Of Grammatology by Jacques Derrida and is best known for
her controversial and influential essay, Can the Subaltern Speak? from 1988.

Spivak borrows the notion of subalternity used by Italian Marxist theoretician Antonio Gramsci.
Originally a military term, Gramsci used it to refer to those classes that are oppressed by dominant
groups. More explicitly, classes of people that are marginalised and disempowered through their lack
of social, political and economic agency. Spivak adopts the word &Gubalternq in the context of the native
under colonial subjugation and also of the woman in a postcolonial nation. Spivak adduces through
case studies, events and private stories, that it is the native woman who is encircled by a doubly
silencing erasure, under the powers of both colonialism and patriarchy. Bringing a determined feminist
critique to the mechanics of representation of the subaltern subject, Spivak questions the lack of

subaltern agency in this non-nuanced constitution of identity.

Spivak presents a range of theoretical leanings through her approachd feminist, Marxist,
poststructuralist, deconstructivist, postmodern and postcolonial. Connecting literary, philosophical and
historical interests, Spivak calls attention to the problematic practice of Western historicisation of
narratives of the third-world subject. Spi vakds argument i s t hat t
themselves in the midst of competing hierarchies. She is concerned with the problematic role of the
intellectual in the construction of the subaltern subject, t he Aventril oqui smo
effect, obscures the native voice. Spivak notes a complicity between western intellectual production and
western international economic, political and ideological agendas. The complicit role of the bourgeoise
Indian nationalist as a native informant to British colonialists does not escape her attention either.
Anal ysi ng A Eptigue afk Rostcolonial Reason (1999), Mark Sanders comments on her
conception of the role of the native informant:

Closing her section on Kant, Spivak associates the perspective of the Native Informant, as reader, with
terms from literary theory i specifically, a thematics of parabasis, irony and allegory: é To r ead

pages of master discourse allowing for the parabasis
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makes appear a shadowy cloanaotherof hersmendddongfddtRdRes, Spvakeé
6recommehdded eMammsst ructive definition of[.]Javhidhneakesry as it
the activism of fAspeaking ot [s]ehatthe go@tdmowiistacbanggec count ; and
distance into persistent interruption, where the agency of allegorein - located in an unbeatable alterity
presupposed by a responsible and minimal identarianism i is seen thus to be sited in the other of
otherwised (CPR4“156n, cf. 430).0
Spivak calls to attention the impossible perspective of the native informant who is invited by the
ethnographer into the realm of colonial knowledge production but will always be denied an authorial or
narrative position. Spivaku s es t he Lacani an tdescribe toefexpdldion/disdacdtians ur e 6 t
of the native informant from colonial networks of power who, nonetheless, retains a haunting presence
in the colonial discursive tradition.®> Commenting on the binary opposition between master and native,
she writes, AOne t anglkbeabersibtent aitenpttita displace the neversal, to show
the complicity between nati ve hege#Shethusidedifiesthee ax i 0 me
ironic position of the native informant as both privileged and oppressed. Spivak is also mindful of her
own positionality as a postcolonial intellectual and locates her position of subjectivity throughout her

writing.

The Subaltern Studies Group or Subaltern Studies Collective, founded in the 1980s by renowned Indian
scholars, took on the prodigious task to review the colonial and nationalist-elite-inflected framework of
Indian historiography by documenting the neglected experiences of subaltern groups. The term
0 s u b a draftedroynGramsci, primarily in the context of worker and peasant struggles in Fascist Italy,
was co-opted by the group to refer to those disenfranchised by the ruling elite. The early writing of
Ranajit Guha, founding editor of the collective, recovers instances of peasant uprisings to colonial rule
and perceives these revolts to be paradigmatic of subaltern consciousness. Through a reading of Guha,
Spivak demonstrates that he locates subalternity in a definitive oppositional relation to hegemonic
domains. Spivak critiques this simplified dichotomy and argues instead that the subaltern is located
both inside and outside these domains, both autonomous to and inscribed within.''” Furthermore, by
posing the problem of the intersection of gender and subalternity, she delivers a necessary feminist

intervention, shedding light on the double effacement of the subaltern woman.

Spivak is sceptical of subaltern agency as she notes the western meta-narratives that inform subaltern
history. She argues that the subalternis oftenfi s p o k e n  f bemevolerit intelléctuad and therefore
cannot claim agency or enunciation within such a discourse. In particular, the subaltern native woman,

facing oppression determined by both race and gender, remains at the periphery, her trace obscured.

114 Mark Sanders, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak: Live Theory (Continuum International Publishing Group, 2006),
l16Pavabasi sd, as de&he Ganaeptefkqny, ia thencenstant intarraption, disruption or undoing

of the narrative line, while simultaneously maintaining it.

BFor Spivakés adaptation of the Lacanian concept of o6forec
Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 4-6.

116 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), 37.

Wspivakos perception of subaltern identity is implicitly a
from both within and outside that which it critiques. Subsequently, in decolonial literature, we see parallels in the

concept of o6border t hi Ankaldiagnddurtifercdevelapéddy Watter Mignolds 1 or i a
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Through the discourse on the Hindu practice of sati or widow immolation, constructed either by the
patriarchal colonialist or the native male intellectual, Spivak exposes the specious assumption of agency
inthe wo mam&shoi ced o & rituglistie Hedith. Digcourse on the British abolition of sati is
inscribed with the legitimising politics of the @ivilising missiondon the one hand and the Indian male
nativist nostalgia for ancient origins and sacred rituals on the other.!'® Spivak discusses both the
interesting nuance of the ritual of crisnadiby Hiitisiolaw
and also the male AiHi ndu mani pul aubjecomo nosft i #laline goegadty of subject-
formation is laid bare, as we see thatthe 6 f r ee wi I 1 8 of the woman i s

colonial and patriarchal agency.

S p i v postétrectural, deconstructivist, feminist intervention had a notable influence on the Subaltern
Studies Group. Their research methods underwent a marked change as they began to question the
authenticity of voice, mechanics of representation, the unstable category of the subject and problems
of alterity. The complicity of the intellectual in obscuring the subaltern was acknowledged along with the
subsequent ethical responsibility of the scholar to the Other. Their previously exclusive male conception
of subaltern rebels was also altered. Indian historian Partha Chatterjee marks this new phase to
volumes published between 1989-90, where the fragmentary nature of subaltern history was

acknowledged along with the heterogeneous elements of its constitution.12!

Whil e Spivako6s essay r e dngsfsubaltérrhsebjeets @ etinit atad g isd

is an approach that she is well known to have articulated around 1984. It was proposed as a strategy
that could be employed to create solidarity amongst ethnic or minority groups. Despite diverse agendas
within members of a social group, subscribing temporarily to essentialist foundations would serve as a
pragmatic minority strategy, one that projects a collective identity with the aim of achieving common
goals or political interests. One could read irony into this strategy of resistance, where an oppressed
group intentionally assumes certain ascribed categories and stereotypes in order to subvert or
destabilise the systems of power that marginalise it. Australian cultural theorist Claire Colebrook in her
book Irony: The New Critical Idiom (2004), notes the complicity of voice in this strategy but clarifies that
the intention behind repeating an essentialising discourse is to demonstrate its workings rather than to

re-commit its violence.122

118 Through colonial legal policy, the ritual was institutionalised as crime, and the act projected as moral duty to
defend and protect the indigenous woman from her own men folk.
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¥This quote is taken from a revised iteration of Spivakods

appears in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present, in a chapter titled

AHIi st or3yldl )( 108 page 296. The word fAsuperstitiond from the o

it pertinent to use this revision to highlight the intersection of competing hegemonies in the oppression of the
subaltern woman.

205pi vak, iCan the Subaltern Speak?,0 305.
RlparthaChatterjee, fAReflections on ACan the Subadartker n
Subaltern Speak?: Reflections on the History of an Idea, ed. Rosalind Morris (Columbia University Press, 2010),
83.

122 Colebrook, Irony, 167-8.
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Spivak, persistently critical of her own practice, later disavowed the term. She acknowledges that the
piecemeal appropriation of essentialism has its shortcomings and poses the danger of reinforcing and
centring essentialising notions. It is easy to miss the subtle play of subversive irony in this anti-
essentialist str at e gnuncibtion it glees sophave populupapplicatiods Sn other
fields of study. Theorised within a postcolonial space in the context of cultural discourse, strategic

essentialism was adopted and used extensively in feminist and queer theory.

As Sandersr e mar ks, o0 n eCarctbeuSubdltern 8peak?66 as #@Airony in the <cl as

eironeia, a Socratic questioning asicnasfteiignneal AidgenoMancan

O6per manent , gsardiarbpting iofstlde script of informatics through a performance of the

(im)possible perspective that mi!!Hdhe many contrhdictiorsof

osur e

Spivakds work and her disorienting eclectic approach

though, have influenced and shifted paradigms of thought within postcolonial studies.

Similar to Spivak, Bhabha, a prominent scholar in postcolonial studies, owes much of his
poststructuralist approach to the works of Derrida and Foucault. An Indian English critical theorist,
Bhabha is well-known to have created and delineated highly significant concepts in the field, such as
mimicry, hybridity, difference and ambivalence. Born in India in 1949, post-independence, Bhabha
pursued higher study in English Literature at the University of Oxford and is currently a Professor of
English and American Literature and Languages at Harvard University. | n t he essay

Man,0 published in 1984, Bhabha identifies elements of irony, mimicry and repetition in colonial
discourse that betrays its farcical high ideals. He singles out mimicry as an effective strategy of colonial
power but also argues that the partial mimicry of the colonised could unintentionally become ironically

subversive.

The Location of Culture from 1994 is a seminal work that introduces B h a b hdelderations on the
theory of cultural hybridity along with key concepts such as ambivalence, mimicry and liminality. Within
the interdependent relationship of the coloniser and colonised, Bhabha identifies mutable boundaries
and the possible articulation of cultural negotiations in this transitory space. Recognising that
boundaries are not that at which something stops but rather, as the Greeks understood and as
Heidegger reiterates, the stage fi f r which something begins its presencing.d?* In his examination of
the complex and slippery concept of culture, he discards notions of origin, essence, authenticity and

singularity. Examples from contemporary art, poetry and literature accompany his analyses.

In his introduction, Bhabha uses the stairwell as a metaphor for the liminal or interstitial space, what he
identifies lateras t he #At hird s p'&tiswitif thieinteractiva, iatermediat® location

that Bhabha sees the opportunity for negotiations of cultural difference for the individual and collective

123 Sanders, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 20.

22An opening quote by Martin Heidegger from ABuilding, Dwel

Location of Culture, 1.
125 Bhabha, LOC, 4 and 36-39.
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through conflict and collaboration. Birthed within this ambiguity is the potential for a cultural hybridity
that is subversive, that undermines fixed hierarchies, displaces boundaries and moves d®eyondéinto an

interventionist, revisionary space.12%

Bhabha notes that colonial discourse is ideologically dependent on the paradoxicalc oncept ,of o6f i x
which is similar in essence to the discriminatory strategy of the stereotype. Both are characterised not

only by arigid, unchanging otherness with marked boundaries of racial, historical and cultural difference

but are also attributed with degeneracy and repetition.’?” The writings of Fanon and Said amply
contribute to Bhabhaodés psychoanalytical examination
Freudian concept of fetishism to examine the significance of the stereotype in colonial discourse and

its anxious movement between polarities of fantasy and fear, desire and revulsion, and phobia and

fetsh. Vaci | | ating fAbetween what is always o6in placebd,
anxiously repeated,3?®8 Bhabha recognises that this characteristic ambivalence that marks colonial

discursive strategy could also be used alternatively as a subversive strategy. For Bhabha, the inherent
ambivalence of this manner of discriminatory knowledge, oscillating between recognition and disavowal

of difference, contributes to the internal dismantling of its power and authority.

The disavowal of difference often leads the colonised subject to emulate or mimic the coloniser. Fuelled
by Freud and Lacan, Bhabha describes this form of colonial mi mi cry as an f#Ai.l®onic co
Bhabha elaborates:

Within that conflictual economy of colonial discourse which Edward Said describes as the tension
between the synchronic panoptical vision of domination - the demand for identity, stasis - and the
counterpressure of the diachrony of history - change, difference - mimicry represents an ironic
compromise. If | may adapt Samuel Weber's formulation of the marginalizing vision of castration, then
colonial mimicry is the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that is
almost the same, but not quite. Which is to say, that the discourse of mimicry is constructed around an
ambivalence; in order to be effective, mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its
difference. The authority of that mode of colonial discourse that | have called mimicry is therefore
stricken by an indeterminacy: mimicry emerges as the representation of a difference that is itself a
process of disavowal. Mimicry is, thus the sign of a double articulation; a complex strategy of reform,
regulation and discipline, which 'appropriates' the Other as it visualizes power. Mimicry is also the sign
of the inappropriate, however, a difference or recalcitrance which coheres the dominant strategic
function of colonial power, intensifies surveillance, and poses an immanent threat to both ‘normalized'
knowledges and disciplinary powers.30

For the coloniser, the encouragement of this form of mimicry arises from the desire for a rehabilitated,

regulated, identifiable Other. Mimicry sustains a partial or metonymic presenced almost the same but

126 Bhabha, LOC, 4-7. Note the remarkable similarity to the ironic space.

127 Bhabha, LOC, 66. The attribute of degeneracy was often used as a justification for colonial conquest and
legitimation of authority, by virtue of superior moral difference. Paradoxically, the repetition of the stereotype in
colonial discourse, ends up challenging the very terms of its own signification, as an original, essentialising
narrative, by virtue of its reiteration.

128 Bhabha, LOC, 66.

128 Bhabha, LOC, 86.

130 Bhabha, LOC, 85-86.
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not quite/ white'318 since a full presence would overturn the legitimacy of colonial ideology.132 However,
since a mimic can never achieve an identical manifestation, the difference that reveals a lack there-of,
also defends its presence. This trace of difference or excess, which is more than just mimetic, produces
a hybrid.

The ambivalence of the hybrid mimic could destabilise the legitimated authority and authenticity of the

coloniser but also goes beyond to question and rearticulate the paranoid essentialisation of identity.

This mimicry, through strategic reversal, can turn into ironic mockery. Bhabha perceives the assertion

of hybridity as an effect of colonial power, its ambivalence, a condition of postcoloniality. He states,

firfhe ambivalence at the source of traditional discourses on authority enables a form of subversion,

founded on the undecidability, that turns the discursive conditions of dominance into the grounds of
intervention.d32 Hybridity potentially threatens to rupture and de-authorise histories of 6 o f f i ci al
knowl eddg h@® i r uni vocal expdsesthenholtowness of impdridd Barcissism and its

6nor mal i sedd p tnihisliminkliineerstdial, thidispase of hybridity, we find the articulation

of new transcultural forms or identities (not a synthesis of dualisms but rather intersections and
dislocations of boundaries), cultural difference and resistance to hegemonic processes. Bhabha opines

that the ideological ambivalence of colonial writing and discourse threatens its own foundations. An
estrangement in the relationship between symbol and sign, between signifiers of colonial identity and

what they signify, weakens the representative power of colonial texts. Through partial imitation and

comic subversion, the hybrid mimic, in Bhabhads opin

agency of the colonised subject.

Bhabha argues that a monolithic perception of culture as stable and fixed, as is the case with colonial
vision, can envisage only cultural diversity but not cultural difference. For Bhabha, cultural diversity
implies a pre-given, originary and totalised framework; cultural difference, on the other hand, is
envisioned as a process of signification characterised by hybridity, intertextuality and an escape from
the politics of polarisation.'3* The Location of Culture offers a novel way of approaching the notion of
culture as non-essentialist, dynamic, discursive and constantly fluctuating. It has also presented a host
of important concepts such as ,0 hy midddinby v.al &nd d @andatherispegialised
vocabularies that have become integral to postcolonial theory. These concepts also pave the way for

my later study of artworks that contain irony.

Helen Tiffin, an influential scholar in literary studies and postcolonial theory, remarks on the project of
postcolonial scholarshipd i P oc®lonial counter-discursive strategies involve a mapping of the

dominant discourse, a reading and exposing of its underlying assumptions, and the dis/mantling of

131 Bhabha, LOC, 89.

132 As Taussig paradoxically notes in Mimesis and Alterity, ithe mimetic basis remains, dep
an alterity that follows the ideological gradient decisive
133 Bhabha, LOC, 112.

B4HomiK. Bhabha, ACul tur al Di v er Jhe Pgst-Calonil Sthdids Reader | Di fference:
eds. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (New York: Routledge, 2006), 155-157.
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these assumptions fromthe cross-cult ur al st andpoint of t hel®iThsgragigali al | y

function of postcolonial texts, the intrinsic subversive nature of this form of discourse, along with the
inherent contradictions and multiple dualities of the postcolonial experience, position irony to be an
effective and strategic articulatory ally. In the same vein, the subversive manoeuvres of anti-colonial

expression in the visual arts, more than often, employ the mechanisms of irony.

The suitability or significance of irony as a subversive aesthetic strategy complementing postcolonial

expression is articulated by Hutcheon, who argues that:

as a double talking, forked-tongued mode of address, irony becomes a popular rhetorical strategy for
working within existing discourses and contesting them at the same time. Its inherent semantic and

structur al doubl eness also makes it a most convenient
colonial doubled identity and hi powesful subverdve olinthed e e d

re-thinkingandre-addr essi ng of -bolosidl atisty.'®*by € post

The quote above is also cited in an article by Mac Fenwick, whol ocat es ironyds postcolo

the interdependent relation between local meaning and global sense.’®” He also gives an account of
scholars who have previously addressed the relation between postcoloniality and irony, such as William
H. New, who has argued for the rich potential of irony in post-colonial literature to provoke deliberation

over the problematic dualities symptomatic of the postcolonial condition.

Hutcheon points out though thatthisidoubl enessdo of the postcoloni al

condition of their dual history but also, Doubleness and difference are established by colonialism by its

paradoxi cal move t o en¥WMesee a similartohsenation veith Bhabha who .

asserts that since hybridity (a condition that embodies ambivalence, irony and mimicry) is the product
of colonial power, the repetition of that trace inscribes complicity. He contends, therefore, that irony
could never be wholly considered as an empowering strategy. Bhabha, along with Hutcheon, however,

recogni se i r ouangedtlsethepnartissistic dlaans of ¢olonial authority.

As Hutcheon describes it, irony provides fa way of resisting and yet acknowledging the power of the
d o mi n!& rOften,0irony borrows or repeats the words and logic of the dominant, purposefully
appropriating, in order to disarm. Working within constraints set by the dominant, irony activates a

temporally deferred identification of intent, which could provisionally veil it from surveillance and penalty.

This momentary temporal extensionofpeel i ng back the | ayers of the

coded message speaks of deflection, dissimulation and delay. Hutcheon writes,i Be c au s e i
the trope of the unsaid, it becomes as well a possible way to encode a subtext which will deflect the

risks of ff]ull visibility and accessibility... [which] constitute an inherent danger for the colonizedd (Weir

BHel en Ti fCoblonial LiteratBressrid Counter-Di s ¢ o unrTheePpsb-Colonial Studies Reader,
eds. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (New York: Routledge, 2006), 101.

B indaHut cheon, fACircling the-CDowms @od uts mofanBniiba®mamdB@stni sm, 0

(1989): 154.

137 Mac Fenwick, i Real i sing Il ronyés Post/ Colonial Promise: Global

and ORuins of HKuna@Gipi 28anp.1k2006)s% , 6 0
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6 1 }40 The partial ambiguity of i r o mpalySesnantic levels can entertain deniability, which could prove
useful to sidestep the punishment a powerful authority might inflict. This ironic smokescreen can

simultaneously protect and selectively reveal a covert anti-colonial resistance.

A wide variety of approaches abound in postcolonial studies, and a multitude of distinguished authors
such as Ashis Nandy, Dipesh Chakrabarty, Leela Gandhi and Achille Mbembe have also made
significant contributions to the field of postcolonialism. Much of the theoretical framework is based on a
post-structural approach with a focus on a critical analysis of written texts produced by colonial
powersd academic, historical, administrative and fictional. However, it has developed an extensive
assortment of applications in disciplines ranging from literary studies, philosophy, film and media
studies, anthropology, sociology, theology, and political science. Said, Spivak and Bhabha, through

deconstructive approaches, contest the notion of binary oppositions in different ways. The binary of the

60Sel fd and O060Otherdé is a key concern in pguserand!l oni al

critical race theory as well.

1.4 Literature Review of Decolonial Theory

While both postcolonial and decolonial theory unmask, critique and challenge the dominance of
Eurocentric worldviews, one of the identified failings of postcolonial literature is the omission of South
American thought. Much postcolonial literature refers to the periods of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, while decolonial writing commences its inquiry from what it recognises as the beginnings of
European colonial expansion in 1492. The year marks both the Spanish conquest of the Nasrid
Kingdom of Granada and the first voyage of Italian navigator Christopher Columbus on behalf of the
Catholic Spanish monarchs. Apart from this temporal difference, there is also an epistemic one. The
principal criticism of postcolonial studies by several decolonial authors such as Walter Mignolo and
Ramon Grosfoguel is that much of its theoretical framework is ironically grounded in the authority of
Eurocentric knowledge. Postcolonial theory is ironically implicated by the imperial vision that it is

strongly politically moti vat ed agai nst. Mi gnol o remar ks that

European intel Mectual factories. o

A distinction to bear in mind is the differing socio-historic contexts that postcolonial and decolonial

theory emerge from.*#? Postcolonial theory is more concerned with the direct effects of European

WHut cheon, fACircling the Downspout of Empire, o 164.
141 Walter D. Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Futures, Decolonial Options (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2011), 57.

142 |n The Darker Side of Western Modernity, Mignolo embarks on tracing the lineage and the distinct points of
origination between the two schools of thought, he
from the experience of decolonization in the Third World and in the works of Afro-Caribbean intellectuals and
activists. The point of origination of the postcolonial is the experience of decolonization of British India and owes
much to Edwar d Orentdigng 1i9n/f8l)uy e mptuibd li shed t he sdhme year
Postmodern Conditon( 1978) appeared. 0 55.
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colonisation, while decolonial theory illuminates the enduring legacies of Western imperialism and its
socio-political and cultural implications. While postcolonial theory unravels the racialised optics of
colonial subjugation, it has been criticised for its lack of real-world or material application; decolonial
theory, on the other hand, offers some practical, restorative, liberatory measures such as epistemic de-

linking.

Decolonial theory offers a framework with which to rethink and rebuild systems of thought that have
been erected on the foundations of Eurocentric epistemology and its myths of universalism. The
discourse has contributed important theories that reveal the important link between modernity and
coloniality. It destabilises the perceived objectivity of racial categories and marks their relation to
colonial structures of power while also bringing to light the suppression of native discursive practices.
The artworks discussed in the final chapter feature a variety of these arguments in their use of critical

irony. The dynamics of certain decolonial strategies of resistance are also found analogous to the

workings of irony employed to critique colonial legacies. The transgressive nature of G| or i a Anz al d %a

concept of dorder thinkingbaddr esses t he 61 i ved prdduatien mardicentned theo f

experiences of those living in the liminal intersection between two cultures. This concept, along with her
use of t he o rrde féetieqmbnrgenitrature of the psyche of a person of mixed descent

(European and Indigenous), provokes comparison with the Du Boisian concept of double

epi st

consciousnessandBh ab hao6s dindimninaktys Inh additon to these concepts, Maria Lugonesos

theorising o f curdli n g 6 as rfamssi yett anotleere important theoretical-practical link to
contemporary ironic practices that subvert the colonial logic of durity6and the constructed colonial

hierarchies of power that continue to shape our world.

Some important authors in the field of decolonial studies are Anibal Quijano (1928-2018), Walter D.
Mignolo (1941-), Ramén Grosfoguel (1956-), Gloria E. Anzaldia (1942-2004) and Maria Lugones
(1944-2020). Quijano was the first to articulate the intimate link between modernity and coloniality,
seeing them as two facets of the same coin. This epistemic frame is used extensively in decolonial

thinking and is further developed by other decolonial authors.

Peruvian sociologist Anibal Quijano is an influential thinker in the field of decolonial studies and has
lectured on the Social Sciences across universities worldwide. Some of Qui j anoés key
fColoniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin Americad (2000) and fColoniality and
Modernity/Rationalityo (2007). In both texts, he develops hiswelkk nown concept of

power . 0 Quijano s he @sonfiguragom tof calomial stractures afi power ara ttheir
fundamental basis in the O60scientificd cant@gtoheg
of race was s e eand tledeadlpibtgrteimet histodcal structures of power operating

through it were ignored.1*3 Identities and social relations that were earlier indicated by geography

YAni bal Q@wiljoannoa,l ift y and MEuteal Studiesy?1, Ros.t243 (2007)1 168t y . 0

wr i tior
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acquired a racial tenor, which was used effectively as an instrument of hierarchical social

classification.144

In his essay, fColoniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America,0Quijano opens his text by defining
6gl sabtaildnd as fAthe culmination of a process that
colonial/ modern Eurocentered c®puiarelidendifies tleesolomial n e w
origin of the racial anchor of this global model of power. He observes the ensuing exploitative forms of
labour control and production and how certain forms of labour would be associated with a specific race.
Writing on the intersections between race, coloniality and global capitalism, Quijano writes:
The racial classification of the population and the early association of the new racial identities of the
colonized with the forms of control of unpaid, unwaged labor developed among the Europeans the
singular perception that paid | abor was the whitebs
that they were not worthy of wages.46
Quijano identifies that this historical colonial form of the control of labour, resources and products,
fashions and moulds the Eurocentered global capitalism of today.'4’ In his text, Quijano proceeds to

examine the impact of this coloniality of power on the history of Latin America.

fColoniality and Modernity/Rationalitydis a ground-breaking work written originally in Spanish in 1989

and translated in 2007. The very title of the essay strings together a revelatory relationship between

be
gl o

pri

Acol onialityd and fAmodernityo, along with the <conce

Qui jano offers a commentiCon ohé @all onniyal itthed, hes wniitlds

domination in the world today, once colonialism as

exhaust, obviously, the conditions nor the modes of exploitation and domination between peoples.d48

Quijano elaborates that while direct European political domination might have formally ended, the
cultural and epistemic repression that colonialism wrought has had long-lasting, damaging effects.
Modes of knowing and signification, images, symbols and plastic or visual expressions have been
repressed, destroyed or exploited.#® European culture was portrayed as the exclusive, universal
standard to aspire to, and Quijano notes that this led to differing intensities of cultural destruction in
Africa, Asia, America and the Middle East.15° He mentions, for example, the colonial view of African
plastic expression and how the products were used as a fstarting point, source of inspiration for the art
of Western or Europeanised African artists, but not as a mode of artistic expression of its own, of a rank

equivalent to tB¥® European norm.o

144 Anibal Quijano,i Col oni al ity of Power u Nepandanlt no.i3 £2600):584nd Lat i n

145 Quijano,i Col oni al ity of Power, O

146 Quijano,A Col oni al ity of Power, o

147 Quijano,A Col oni al ity of Power, o
7

48 Qu i j aColanialityfand Modernity/Rationalit y , 0 1

© O wm

5
5
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“9Qui ja&md,oni ality and Modernity/Rationality,o 170.
0Quij a&md,oni ality and Mod4#mnity/ Rationality, o 1609
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Quijano challenges the European paradigm of rational knowledge and its basic presupposition of
Aknowl edge as a pobljdact WHleatgis@mjdkdohs the assumpti ons
being an isolated self, while the O6objectd is seen ¢
OsubP®Qutig.ano also takes to task the assumption of th
and fixed identity. The imposition of the paradigm o
object cemented in an unequal relationship is a domination practice that has influenced and continues
to influence modes of knowledge production. He remarks that all these presuppositions fail to reflect

the importance and prevalence of the intersubjective aspect of social relations.1%*

Quijano notes that while non-We st ern cultures have always been the
examinationof West er n cul ture does not exiSHe exicteps talke NdBody
Among the Naciremad (an anagram of OAmericandé) by Am
published in 1956, as an example. The satirical essay reverses the subject-object relation and performs

an anthropological reading of the peculiarities of American culture instead, suffusing quotidian bodily
practices such as brushing teeth or shaving with an ¢
so readily ascribed to the colonised native is reversed. The essay is littered with irony, wordplay and

humorous inversions but, more importantly, serves to critique the cultural arrogance of Euro-American

societies.

Shedding light on the European idea of social totality!®® and the imposition of a single logic, Quijano
writes, ANot hing is | ess r thatthesperificcosmid visianlof ayparticilan an t he
ethnie (read as ethnicity) should be taken as universal rationality, even if such an ethnie is called

Western Europe because this is actually pretend [ing] to impose a provincialism and (as)

uni v er $%As a eeonstiuctive measure, he proposes epistemological decolonisation and social

liberation from the web of colonial power. This revolutionary essay is often cited by decolonial authors

such as Lugones and Mignolo.

A significant theorist in the field of decolonial studies, Walter D. Mignolo, acknowledges his
indebtedness to Quijanods concept of ciodPoofesseriofi t vy . Mi
Literature and also the director of the Center for Global Studies and the Humanities at Duke University.
He simultaneously holds an associated research position at the Andina Simoén Bolivar University in
Quito, Ecuador. His years of writing, teaching and research are dedicated to unravelling and revealing
colonial constructions of power and fostering decolonial thinking. He also critiques aspects of modernity

as well as discourses that present themselves as alternatives to Eurocentrism. Some of his major works

12Qui j eColonialitymndModer ni ty/ Rationality, o 172.

B3This 6differenced does not just imply diversity but probl
4Qui j Lmod,onfi ality and Mod€4 nity/ Rationality, o 172
5Qui j &md,onii al ity and Modernity/Rationality, o 174.

156 Quijano refers to the idea of society perceived as an organic totality, as a human body, with parts in a

subordinate relation to the brain as the ruling centre. He
6humanitydé of EnlightenommnWestEnpeoplee di d not extend t
"Qui j £mod,onfi ality and Modernity/ Rationality,o 177.
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are The Darker Side of the Renaissance: Literacy, Territoriality, and Colonization (1995), Local Histories
/ Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, and Border Thinking (2000) and The Darker Side
of Western Modernity: Global Futures, Decolonial Options (2011).

In The Darker Side of The Renaissance, Mignolo lays emphasis on the colonial aspect of the European

Renaissance and the transformative touch of its hegemonic power in the discursive formation of both

Europe and native cultures. I n the introducti on, iro
Ourselves,0 Mi gnoteslthat with the valorisation of the alphabet and by association, the book, a

range of alternative semiotic practices from Amerindian cultural traditions such as pictograms,

ideograms, quipus®®® and oral traditions became marginalised, fractured or relegated to obscurity. 1%°

With historiography linked exclusively to words, other modes of archiving or organising knowledge,

through the visual and material cultures of native populations or their oral methods of passing down

memory, were either dismissed or irrevocably transformed to make information accessible for the
purposes of control and colonial governance. Mignol o
from the blending of the endurance of preconquest Amerindian with Western discursive practices
illustrateswhatlhave call ed c o derémarks thatehminteractioss.bétween orality and

literacy led Amerindian cultures to adapt the alphabet to their own semiotic traditions but also subjected

them to descriptions recorded from the perspective and worldview of the sixteenth-century Spanish

missionaries.

Mignolo proceeds with an examination of European cartography and juxtaposes it with indigenous
configurations of space. The geometric spatial projections of the Eurocentric model of the world
proceeded to reconfigure ethnic maps by decentring ethnic centres. Mignolo elaborates on the struggle
between coexisting territorial representations and how the question of the centre of the illustrated world
was deeply intertwined with dominant political power.

Mignolo sums up:

European maps and Spanish territorial administration hi
New World and the Indias Occidentales. Looking at them as social and semiotic interactions and
territorial control instead of asrepresentat i ons of an ontol ogical spaceé opens

understanding in which cognitive patterns become embedded in social actions and representations

become performances of colonization.61
The source of concern with the otjuseframitstlainfito nealitgbur e pr es er
also from the underlying bad-faith imperiousness of posturing univocalism as universality.6? In his

writing, Mignolo shapes the locus of enunciation from the periphery, from which to view the European

158 Quipus are coloured, woven strings used to record data that can vary from calendrical information to census
collection.

159 Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of the Renaissance: Literacy, Territoriality, and Colonization, 2nd ed. (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), 7-8.

160 Mignolo, The Darker Side of the Renaissance, 213.

161 Mignolo, The Darker Side of the Renaissance, 313.

162 Claims, which critical irony can destabilise with its potent mistrust of a supercilious singular truth.
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Renaissance, an inversion of the customary historical perspective of looking outward and downward
from centres to margins. Deviating from the postcol oni al t heoretical focus on t e
of multiple sources such as maps, codexes, letters, graphic representations and other genres of record-

keeping provides an enlivening and more holistic analysis.

In the opening chapter of Local Histories / Global Designs, Mignolo states his preference to situate the

inauguration of the history of colonialism or the global designs of the modern/colonial world order in the

sixteenth century with the Spanish missionaries as opposed to the Enlightenment of the eighteenth.

Anot her one of Mignol oo sinthefdldweglchaptere fheer e necrans clgpgogemtaa | 6
over -ablpn@lsbt I n an interview from 200 @gqlonidMisngpresupposex | ar i fi e
Orientalism, @ c ¢ i d e n & the very coAdition of possibility for Orientalism. 163 He asserts that the

focus on 060cci dent al-thinkin@af the istoracadl articuladion bfdahe coboniatitye of

power. Mignoloar gues t hat WAknowledge production is not detac
location and that historical locations, in the modern/colonial world, have been shaped by the coloniality

of p oftideralsastresses the importance of the role of local histories, which mark particular forms

of coloniality, and the critical discourses they engender.165

lllustrating the similarities and differences between the postcolonial and the postmodern, Mignolo writes
that for postmodernism, it he space of contestation comes from the
from t he | egac i!®HKepoirts ouat that while bath aresprocesses that critique modernity,
the loci of postcolonial theories are situated in voices from Third World countries, while postmodern
theories are primarily in the First World.16” Both discourses critique modernity but from different
perspectives; postmodernism critiques the Western hegemonic grand narratives of modernity while

postcolonialism targets colonial histories and legacies.

6Border ,6t hamki mgor t a médcolomiab stedies) tvas ffirat used by Anzaldia and

consequently developed by other decolonial thinkers. Referring to knowledge produced at the borders

of the col oni al matrix of power , Mi gnol o conceives

thinki ngo that breaks away from the Eurocentric |l ogic of
The form that this breaking away is taking is the irreducible difference established between the

monotopic critique of modernity from the perspective of modernity i t sel f, st i || fiin custod
monotopic of abstract universals (e.g., a critique of the imaginary of the modern world system from its

pel gado, Romero, and Migdwmlba, MesdalnsHi sAtnorlindserandce wG wi t h
30.

164 Walter Mignolo, Local Histories / Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, and Border Thinking

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 185-6.

165 Mignolo, Local Histories / Global Designs, 92. Mignolo associates specific terms with particular geohistoric
locationsd i peGctci dent al i sm, 0 with the Americas, Apostcol oniali sn
colonial i s@r iaemrdt dilpiosm, 0 with the Middle East.

166 Mignolo, Local Histories / Global Designs, 97.

167 Mignolo, Local Histories / Global Designs, 114.
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interior) and the pluritopic and double critique of modernity from the perspective of coloniality (e.g., a
critique of the epistemic imaginary of the modern world system from its exterior).168
This #fAotherodo way of thinking enacts a double critigq
modernity but refrains from falling into the trappings of the modernist rhetoric of universality while also
critiquing from outside the modern/colonial world order, making visible the colonial difference. Building
upon Quijanods work on the coloniality of power, Mign
regards to language, literature and epistemology.1%® He notes how the coloniality of power and its
embedded hierarchies manage colonial difference. Mignolo sees border thinking as a case of
disciplinary transience, a method of decolonisation and a way of transcending colonial difference."®
Contemporary artists that challenge colonialism and coloniality through irony, tend to emphasise
colonial difference in their work. The contradictions and bias inherent in the colonial difference enable
irony to become a vehicle for raising political consciousness, to inscribe, dethrone and transcend the

colonial meta-narrative.

The central hypothesis of the book, The Darker Side of Western Modernity, exposes coloniality as the
veiled agenda or darker side of modernity and proceeds to explore the complex intertwining of the pair
from the sixteenth century onwards. Mignolo reveals how the European narrative of modernity was
framed to be celebrated as salvation, newness, progress and development while the problems
stemming from coloniality such as injustice, crime, poverty and the commodification or dispensability of

human life were concealed or treated as problems to which modernity was the solution.17?

Mignolo identifies the e mer gence of the constructed dichotomy of
forming the very foundation of the dividing line of colonial difference.l’? The anthropos was the

barbarian, the pagan, the other, who was constructed in contrast to humanitasd the enunciator, who

was civilised, Christian, modern and capable of producing knowledge. Salvation, for the anthropos, was

to be attained by Christian conversion,whi ch was i nextricably Iinked to th
rhetoric of modernity.173 Western philosophy and culture have a long tradition of constructing such clear

dichotomies while holding them to be universally applicable. Critical irony as an aesthetic and political

mechanism in the visual arts works to expose colonial delusions of superiority by contesting the very

168 Mignolo, Local Histories / Global Designs, 87.

169 Colonial difference is a concept first introduced by Partha Chatterjee in the context of a ruling strategy

depl oyed by the British Raj. The rul e of caldnessiofdHe di f f er en:
ruling groupod. The social ordering of race with the coloni:
of that difference. It was crucial for the strategy to also be set within the framework of a universal knowledge or

theory of power. (See Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories, 10-20.)

Mignolo extends this notion to account for the epistemological and ontological colonial differences ensconced in

the rhetoric of modernity.

170 Mignolo, Local Histories / Global Designs, 322-23.

171 Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Futures, Decolonial Options (Durham: Duke

University Press, 2011), 6.

172 Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity, 90.

173 Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity, 205.
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foundations that construct this singular fictional pre-eminence. It is also specifically suited to target

hubris and the basic assumptions underlying dichotomous hierarchies.

A combination of Enlightenment ideals and their suitability to the goals of imperialism created the

extraordinary irony of a regularly used high moral rhetoric to defend the consequences of colonial
conquest. Ex ami ning Kantédés essay OWhat is EnlthgahKenméest 6?
concept of Man and humanity was based on the European concept of Man from the Renaissance to

the Enlightenment, and not on the fAlesser humanso tha
So, fAenlightenment 0 W¥hoslerniyahd Ehlightenneent Bumaniisim dig/ not@xtend

to all and was reserved exclusively for Europe.

What Mignolo describes as the fAcolonial matrix of pc
management of knowledge, of political and religious authority, of economy, of institutions (educational,
governmental, judicial) and of the norms regulating gender and sexuality.1’> He identifies epistemic
delinking or epistemic disobedience as a step toward decolonial thinking and the breaking away from
the colonial matrix of power.176 A special focus of the book is to explore and offer decolonial options.
Decoloniality, he says, fshall dispel the myth of universality grounded on theoZ and egozolitics of
knowl eddiegmol o presents optriizatior§0 ssupcihr iatsu afl d eawneds tdeec ol o
as counter-narratives to modernity, as trans-modern perspectives that could shape global futures and
the making of a pluriversal world, where one can be independent and yet live in harmony with other

realities.18

Another Latin American theorist, Ramoén Grosfoguel, a Puerto Rican sociologist, is well-known for his
work on decoloniality and also the study of I sl amo
Gr osf o gu e | fush antheexamiaapon of the locus of enunciation and the need for the urgent
move away from a Eurocentered epistemology to a pluriversal understanding of the world. Currently,
an associate professor of Chicano and Latino Studies at the University of California, Berkeley,

Grosfoguel teaches courses on international migration and the sociology of international development.

In the book Colonial Subjects: Puerto Ricans in a Global Perspective (2003), Grosfoguel bases his
conceptual framework on a modification of American sociologist and economic historian Immanuel
Wal | er st e-systémsappioach,d’? bdt from a Puerto Rican subaltern perspective/location. While

taking care to avoid essentialising Puerto Rican voices, he feels that this modified approach provides

174 Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity, 133.

175 Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity, xv.

176 Mignolo views the Bandung Conference of 1955 as an important event marking the emergence of delinking
and decolonisation.

177 Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity, xvi.

178 Dewesternisation does not wholly reject modernity but is a disobedient appropriation of it. It still indulges in the
modern rhetoric of growth and development but challenges Western epistemic monopoly by political delinking
from the economic control of the West.

179 Influenced by dependency theory which suggests that there is a world economic system, in which wealthy,
core countries benefit from expl oi t-dystems tipeory refgrhteearmmle countr i e
dynamic inter-regional and transnational division of labour, rather than an international division.



58

new insight into examiningthei ssue of Puerto Ricobds colonial politic.
concept of the M#,00IGommisdloigtuyel ofatpewpt s to go beyond
discourses by using a modern/colonial/capitalist world-system approach. Commenting on the traditional
divide between social sciences and the humanities, he observes that while world-system theorists have
difficulties theorising culture, postcolonial theorists struggle with political-economic processes. He,
therefore, calls for an interdisciplinary approach:
We need to find new concepts and a new language to account for the complex entanglement of gender,
racial, sexual, and class hierarchies within global geopolitical, geocultural, and geo-economic processes
of the modern world-system where the ceaseless accumulation of capital is affected by, integrated into,
constitutive of, and constituted by those hierarchies.8%
Grosfoguel suggests fAheterarchical thinkingd to avoi
hierarchy) which could lead to a reductionist understanding. This kind of heterarchical thinking could be
complemented by the polyvocal heterogeneities that the mechanism of irony can introduce, as irony
undermines not only univocalism but also hierarchical and essentialist, racist and sexist structures.
Considering the entanglement of heterogeneous hierarchies allows one to transcend monism and

binary thinking, to perceive the implications of multiple structural hierarchies.8!

The book introduces Puerto Ricoasafimoder n.ocdltorkxpl ores and anal yses i
and Puerto Rican migration with a comparative analysis of the histories of Caribbean migration to the

United States. Shedding light on the differing policies of the U.S. government that are applied to

separate groups of Caribbean migrants, it also examines other nuances of the processes of colonial

Caribbean migration to Western Europe and the United States, such as modes of incorporation or

reception at respective metropoles. Delving into the varying experiences of racism and discrimination

faced at the metropoles, Grosfoguel outlines the three concepts of nation, race and coloniality as

integral to understanding that racism is not universal but of historically specific types.’82 A Sci ent i f i c
raci smo i s the traditionalhilieolicgil,d a#lasla akascod vedri @ s ofinesw
is what he sees as the central raci al di scolr se in
Concluding the book, Grosfoguel offers an interesting insight into the central foundational myths of four

metropolitan nations that form the framework of their racist premises.84

Grosfoguel has published several insightful articles on racism, while islamophobia is another key
concern in his writing. Developing his arguments bas:
(heterogeneous) zones of being and non-being, Grosfoguel elaborates on the imaginary line fabricated

to divide superior from inferior human beings, which affords the former, social recognition as human

180 Ramén Grosfoguel, Colonial Subjects: Puerto Ricans in a Global Perspective (Berkeley: University of

California Press, 2003), 15.

181 Grosfoguel, Colonial Subjects, 15-16.

182 See Jamaican-born culturalthe or i st, SiRacée, HAft Dbsul ati on and Societies S
for his argument on the historical specificity of racism, 305-345.

183 Grosfoguel, Colonial Subjects, 196.

184 For the foundational myths of the four core nationsé United States, France, Netherlands and Great Britain,

see Grosfoguel, Colonial Subjects, 197-210.
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beings with access to human and civil rights. The latter, however, classified as sub-human, are cast
into the zone of non-being, where their rights, subjectivities, spiritualities and epistemologies remain
unrecognised.’®®1 n t he zone of being, Grosfoguel observes the
characterised by the Hegelian dialectic as oppressor and oppressed:
The 61 6s in the imperialist/capitalist/ patriarchal gl ol
metropolitan elites and/or Westernised, heterosexual, masculine elites in the peripheries of the world-
system. Internal colonialism exists as much in the centre as in the periphery. For Fanon, the Hegelian
60t herd consists of the populations of the Western met |
within the periphery whose humanity is recognised, but who at the same time live under racial privilege

oppressions based on class, sexuality or gender, domi n:
or countries. 86

Although the humanity of the Other is recognised in the zone of being, conflicts arise from non-racial

oppressions. Grosfoguel also reminds us that the zones do not refer to geographical sites but rather

positions within racial/ethnic hierarchies. Exploring diverse forms of racism, Grosfoguel sheds light on

the qualitative difference bet wemr¥0antiprotides seee@lt i onal / ¢
quoteewor t hy definitions in his articles. The foll owing
Mi gration Studi eso ( 200MRasigmisaglobalmierarchyof Humam supenquity a&nd

inferiority, politically, culturally and economically produced and reproduced for centuries by the
institutions of t he 0-ceatpciChriatian-centric moadrn/colanial evrld-$ y sse s m@& r n
(Grosfoguel 011, 2013).0

The fAlocus od @emunopandeamtt i n Mignol oéhef ceoncerntin ng, i s
Gr os f o g u prbvilles a gviBpalefinition: fthe geo-political and body-political location of the subject
t hat sI¥ €nrtiqusrg veestern epistemic privilege, Grosfoguel pays homage to the contribution of
ethnic and feminist subaltern scholars and suggests that shifting the location of the hegemonic
Eurocentric epistemic paradigm to an indigenous vantage point offers a critical decolonial perspective

to world-system analysis.

French philosopher René Descartes, considered as the father of modern philosophy, contributed the
popul arCaqagiott®, O&etrrgaon ssluamidée,d as 06| t hink, t heimattor e | a
grounding of knowledge, Descartes laid the foundation for what Colombian philosopher, Santiago

Castro-GOmez, describes as the hubris of the zero point. Grosfoguel calls to attention Argentine and

Mexi can philosopher Enr i q uceo nDduistsieolnd so fa rpgousnseinbti [tihtayt ftof
B RamonGr osf oguel , Laura Oso, and Anastasia Christou, ioRaci s
Framing Some Theoretical Re f | e c ldantdies 22, rp. 6 (2015): 636.

8 Grosfoguel, Oso and Christou, Af6Raci smo, Intersectionalit
B7RaménGr osf oguel , @i Whlautnal of $Vorle-8ystenss Réseacch 22, no. 1 (2016): 12.

6l ntersectionality, 6 a concept developed by American | awye:
KimberléWi I | i ams Crenshaw, is used by Grosfoguel to conceptual
powerasthe entangl ement or intersection of multiple global hie

Epistemic Decolonial Turn: Beyond Political-Economy Paradigmso , f r om 2 0 0-Z7,forplagdersd 2 1 6
straightforward dissection of entangled global hierarchiesd ethnic, linguistic, spiritual, sexual and others.

¥Grosfoguel, Oso and Christou, Af6Raci smo, Intersectionalit
B RamonGr osf oguel , fAThe Epistemic Eeeccoomloonmyi aPla Chtdralrg§tudies ey ond Pol
21, no. 2-3 (2007): 213.
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amo is Al congquée®Gr dshfeoaed olr ewr i taems. 0on Descartesods

foundation of knowledge (in the Middle Ages) with Man (in Modern times) and perceives the Cartesian
quote as emblematic of Castro-G- me z 6 s ¢ 0 n c e p'?! Grosfoguel@laborates prepoirt zerod

it is ®hies vigwd that al ways hides its | ocal

and

r

pa

uni versal i sm. Western phil osopvhlye dmreidévidwere st hdee g 6 g epmj

knowl edge 6 apolitics of knewledde.6'& Grosfoguel calls out this disembodied, non-situated
knowledge that conceals its locus of enunciation as a historically crucial epistemic strategy for Western

global designs of domination.

Grosfoguel continues his critique of Western epistemic privilege and Cartesian philosophy. He

comments that the Social Sciences are steeped in Eurocentric epistemology while the underlying

Cartesian myt he forfe Uditorbgleicttyiawidryd fAuniversalismo

Westernised academy.93

Grosfoguel stresses on the importance of the inclusion of epistemic perspectives from the subaltern
side of colonial differenced fthe side of the periphery, the workers, women, gays/lesbians,
racialised/colonial subjects, homosexuals/lesbians and anti-systemic movements in the process of
knowl edge p% Hednticipatesahe cri€ical transformation that this would make to knowledge
producti on. I n t he a-Cdlonia Stadiediddd Ramtligms of 2oliticgl Ederomt
Transmodernity, Decolonial Thinking, and Gl obal

beyond the monologism and universal s o f eurocentered modernity

obscu

Col on

towar

universal decolonial anti-sy st emi ¢ d% VvCeormspaoluintdyi .ndg t he concepts

Atransmmd&unijtaypwods fisocialization of p o ®&eocanteradn d

C

Mi g n

moder nity through fAdiversality as a Aumiawmesrnsoadle rpr odjeeccotl,

social i zat i¥nHegfoposeo avwarld where power is socialised but open to diverse
conceptions rendered through multiple epistemologies; he envisions a common decolonial language
that is anti-capitalist, anti-patriarchal and anti-imperialist but most importantly, one that is mindful and

inclusive of diverse epistemic particularities.

In his writing, Grosfoguel credits Chicano and Chicana scholars such as Anzaldda for their work on

dorder thinking,6which refers to the in-between location of subaltern knowledge that critiques both

Grosfoguel, AThe Epistemic Decolonial Turn, o 214.
191 Mignolo also devotes much thought to Castro-G- mez6s concept of zelaklubripaei nt

punto cero from 2005)andDes cart es6s di ct urhe Darker Side af fVeseem Moderoity toift | e d

Am Wher e -117.M@nofd comients that Descartes was possibly unaware but still responsible for rooting

his thought in an imperial logic that arrogantly assumeditsown o6appl i cabilityd beyond

92Grosfoguel, AThe Epistemic Decolonial Turn, o0 214.

¥ RaménGr osf oguel , AEpistemic | sl amo p hHurban Archieoture: ardalooh i a |

the Sociology of Self Knowledge llI, no. 2 (2010): 30.
¥ RaméonGr osf oguel , f D«€aomihl Stadieg andRaradigms of Political Economy:

(from
ol

I,

Eur op ¢

Soci ¢

Transmodernity, Decol oni al TTRANSMODERNITY:@Jourhal & Pavitherdl Col oni al i t

Cultural Production of the Luso-Hispanic World 1, no. 1 (2011): n.p. https://escholarship.org/uc/item/21k6t3fq.

Grosfoguel, AD€oblboniati SguBoes and Paradigms of Pol.i
%Grosfoguel, AD€oblboniati SguBoes and Paradigms of Poli
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global coloniality and internal coloniality. Well-known for co-editing the feminist anthology, This Bridge
Called My Back (1981), queer Chicana American scholar, Gloria Anzaldla, centres the writings of
women of colour, consequently challenging the now outmoded white feminist ideal of a universal
sisterhood that completely negated subjectivities shaped by race, class and sexuality. Born in southern
Texas, poet, philosopher, fiction writer, feminist and cultural theorist, Anzaldla is also celebrated for
authoring the pivotal text, Borderlands/ La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987). This influential semi-
autobiographical book has influenced postcolonial scholars and also decolonial thinkers such as
Mignolo, Lugones and Grosfogue. Her wor k i s seminal for womends studie

postcolonial feminism, and decolonial thinking.

Borderlands/La Frontera weaves a bilingual combination of English and Spanish, further embellished
by varying dialects of the two languages. Thiscode-s wi t chi ng i s demonstrative of
stance of celebrating and accepting different languages and accents. The incorporation of what she
call s a A bdChlcano Sparishdgwhendmixed with standard academic English transgresses

the boundaries of traditional academic norms.197

The text is composed of prose interspersed with poetry and is rich with metaphors. It contains
Anzal d¥%abés personal accounts of growing up along the
communicates the history of that ambiguous liminal space at the intimate edge of two cultures. Alienated
from the dominant culture and occasionally from her own, Anzaldla is caught between the threshold of
two worlds. Her own Indigenous American ancestry mingled with Spanish conquistadors, further
merged with Anglo-Americans (through colonisation), forges a complex synergy of identities. The book
essentially deals with the struggles of navigating these shifting identities and the cultural values

associated with them.

Anzaldia talks of the presence of a strong sense of self-autonomy from her youth that rebelled
vigorously against the tyranny of incontestable beliefs transmitted through culture, a culture that was
inevitably fashioned by those in powerd men. Several derogatory terms were accorded to women from
her ethnic background, contingent upon the degree of variance from rigid cultural expectations. For
Anzaldua, a feminist lesbian woman of colour, it meant immersion in a relentless state of rebellion
against entrenched hierarchies and social categories, as well as orthodox sexual norms. She also
addresses the internalisation of colonisation and the inner conflict that leads to the continual oppression

practised within ethnic communities.

Fabricated borders hierarchically divide men from women, heterosexuality from homosexuality and
other sexual orientations, body from spirit, Christian from pagan and Latinas/os from non- Latinas/os;
the list is endless. Anzald(a documents the violence caused by this kind of dualistic thinking and

advocates transcending these forms of hegemonic dichotomy from the borders, which she

197 Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands/ La Frontera: The New Mestiza, 1st ed. (San Francisco: Aunt Lute, 1987), 55.
Anzaldla sees Chicano Spanish as a bifurcated tongue belonging to people who are neither Spanish nor Anglo,
who cannot fully identify with either formal Spanish or standard English.
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conceptualises as a physical and conceptual metaphorical space. Anzaldla also recognises the split
encouraged by institutionalised religions that ironically di f f er enti ate themselves f
mythologies while exclusively sanctioning their own ritual sacraments and religious rites. A heightened
perception of reality or psychic experiences are considered irrational and are discouraged by

enlightenment rationality, an enduring legacy of colonialism.

A chapter is dedicated to the deep connection between language, ethnic identity and heritage. Anzaldla
calls out instances of fAlinguistic terrorism, 0 where
discouraged, while the internalisation of the dominant culture and its linguistic hierarchies excludes and
attaches shame to the native tongue. Anzaldula lists a variety of languages and dialects spoken by
Chicanas/os (as a result of Spanish/Anglo colonisation), such as Chicano Spanish with its various
regional variations, the North Mexican Spanish dialect and Working class and slang English. She calls
for the legitimacy of linguistic heterogeneity instead of having to constantly accommodate the limitations
of an exclusively English audience. Anzaldia recalls childhood experiences with Chicano novels,
Mexican movies, Chicano music, folk songs, the smell of woodsmoke and food; she remarks on how
all of these experiences are intimately tied to identity. As Chicanos straddle multiple identities, Anzaldda
believes that the resultant malleability renders strength.

The concept,0oh & e mttdaveomanofenfxedirase heritage, typically Spanish and
Indigenous American ancestry, was made popularby Anz al d 4ads text. Opposing the

purity of the Aryan race theory, Anzaldia embraces the confluence of multiple cultures. Constructing

the new mestiza consciousness, AnzaldUa explains,i Fr om t hi s racial, ideological
crosspollenization, an faliend eadnewsmestiaacenacmEsIsessi S pr e s e
una conciencia de mujer. It is a consci ous n'¥® Aszalddaf uses the AzBoo r der | ar

(Nahuatl) word fAnepamblaal ¢t exgptl warien dfhet his- restl e
betweeness,bwh at she call s fAmental nepantilism, o born from
between opposing messages.® The coping mechanism of the new mestiza, AnzaldUa reveals, is to
cultivate protean boundaries, fia toleradacandoa plwnt alaid
outlook.2% A synthesis that sustains colliding elements without an outright rejection of any, a creative

assembly that could subvert colonial hegemonic paradigms. Contradiction, sustained ambiguity, and

polysemantic expression are all features of irony, which could thus function as a complementary

strategy t h a't effectively exlpeteweserse sshl ,sdesdbilse the amadnial 6di n

logic of purity.

Contemplating her own writing style, Anzaldda invokes metaphors of assemblage, layers of paint and
woven textile. There is a raw honesty to Anzal d%ads

her own culture and the dominant culture, insisting that she would not glorify that which had shackled

198 AnzaldGa, Borderlands/ La Frontera, 77.
199 AnzaldGa, Borderlands/ La Frontera, 78.
200 AnzaldUa, Borderlands/ La Frontera, 79.
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and wounded her in the name of culture. She calls for accountability from all three cultures that comprise
her heritaged white, Mexican and Indiand and also for the freedom to be the architect of her own
identity, her own culture of the new mestiza. However, some critics have argued that homogenising
imestiza cobsaci ouls @ ers ardce, emds to readministeerdcial hierarchy and erases
mono-racial identities such as Black or Indigenous, thus making it harder to address issues of racism.
While the reception of the book has been largely celebratory, it was also listed as one of the books
banned under a law in 2010 that outlawed Mexican American or ethnic studies in Tucson, Arizona public

schools.

Inspired by Bérdedaads éandahi ssoncept of border thinking, decolonial scholar Maria

Lugones builds on the concept of mestiza, connecting it to practices of resistance. She is also well-

known for advancing Qicphoonibdbal iconcept powwetdeto inclu
categories of race, gender and sexuality, and their impact on the construction of the paradigm. An

Argentine sociologist, activist and lesbian feminist philosopher, Lugones, was a Professor of

Comparative Literature, Latin American and Caribbean Area studies, and Womenés Studi es
Binghamton University in New York State until her death in July of last year. Her research interests

included Latin American philosophy, the philosophy of race and gender, social and political philosophy,

feminist theory and theories of resistance. Lugones has made invaluable contributions to decolonial

and feminist theory and was awarded the 2020 Frantz Fanon Lifetime Achievement Award in

recognition of her outstanding and prolific work.

A seminal volume of essays authored by Lugones, Pilgrimage/Peregrinajes: Theorizing Coalition
Against Multiple Oppressions (2003), presents in its introduction a maxim that she devotedly followed:
fi | wonoét think wh a talylandwnethoddogically,ahe tollection ad esdays leinptoy
what Lugones c a-pracscaloappiddcthn thad dissalvésdoundaries between theory and
practice. Stressing on the importance of praxis, she invites her readers to engage in a self-reflexive
manner. Collaborating with textile artist Mildred Beltre, Lugones intersperses her prose with multiple
expressive modalities for her readers to engage with. The essays masterfully wield a bilingual tongue
of Spanish and English and include personal accounts. The writings explore intermeshed oppressions
and the complexities of variegated resistances to them. Lugones remarks that resistance is:
an ongoing activity from which to understand liberatory possibilities. Resistance is also the active state

from which to seek collectivity and coalition. Resistance hardly ever has a straightforward public
presence. It is rather duplicitous, ambiguous, even devious.?%!

201 Maria Lugones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes: Theorizing Coalition Against Multiple Oppressions (Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003), 11.1 nt er esti ngl vy, Lugonesds description of
certain features of critical irony.
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Lugones clarifies that while there are reactive resistances, all resistance should not be reduced to a
reaction but seen rather as a response that is complex, sometimes devious and most importantly,

providing insight into the complexity of the structures being resisted.2%?

Lugones introduces a range of vocabulary that act as spatial metaphors engaging with the complexities

of resistance. For instance, she | agmoveménts ofpeppld ext f or
that create possibilities for fAantistruciTheavdrd under st
O0trespassingdéd is employed to refer to the wviolation
conceptual map of power or oppressi on. I n t he dmeling ardRovimg f ul nes s

Perception, 0 L ug onvecsriravedloags td tefere¢o navegating across multiple differing

selves or plural identities that dnhabifstSheiemplogsctteor danc e
interesting expression oO0playfulnessé to refer to an |
depending on which dAworl do she inhabits. 0Pl ayful ne:
enables one to find in other s oneds own possibilities and theirs,

definitions.204

A recurring theme in Lugones ihbetweeo sgacesi She éllades tano t i f o
Anzal d¥%abdés notdi cam do fal & horudyehr sexplcitlycor Bhabhanoo Du Bdis, shev

echoes their concepts of liminality and double consciousness,r especti vely. She writes,
of victims of ethnocentric racism of moving across realities, of being different in each, and of reasoning

practical | y di fferently in each, ®claungomesbitedenntcd adli ag ki
Pilgrimage, t i tl ed ATacti cal Strategies of the Streetwal ke
the streetwalker theorist as one who practices resistance to interlocked oppressions from within this

liminal space. By inhabiting this border space, the streetwalker cultivates a practice that foregrounds

multiplicity and polyvocal complexity, which subvert monologic discourse.

In her later works, Lugones buildson Qui j anods concept o fWwritingpfeomithe ol oni al
position of a Latina lesbian woman navigating a patriarchal world, she calls for an examination of the

dynamics of the categories of race, gender and sexuality within the context of the modernity/coloniality

paradigm. She identifies the following features as characteristic of the modern/colonial gender systemd

biological dimorphism, heterosexualism and patriarchy.?%6 She also calls to attention the historical

elision of non-white colonisedwo men i n womeno6s | andezpoundsorwhatshe callsg gl e s

the light and dark side of colonialism, where the gendered oppressions experienced contrast and differ

along racially coloured lines.

202 | ygones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes, 36.

203 | ygones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes, 21.

204 Lugones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes, 33. Some of these metaphors are important to our later analysis of the

performance work, Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit the West, by Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gémez-Pefia,

which is an ironic parody based on the history of human zoos.

205 | ugones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes, 59.

%Maria Lugones, fAHeterosexual i sm an dHypatmeA JQumél of Fémaist/ Moder n
Philosophy 22, no. 1 (January 2007): 189-90.
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Lugones cites at length the work of scholars such as Nigerian academic, OyeronkGQyewumi (1957-)
and Native American poet and activist, Paula Gunn Allen (1939-2008). She infers that prior to
colonisation, many tribal societies such as Native American tribes were matriarchal, recognised more
than two genders and also viewed homosexuality positively. The construction of these categories was
understood in egalitarian terms, did not rest solely on biology, nor were they hierarchical in nature.2%7
The introduction of Christianity replaced gynecratic spiritual plurality with a singular, supreme, male-
gendered creator, while colonised men were drafted into a patriarchal society. The imposition of sexual
dimorphism of the Western gender system onto tribal societies such as Yoruba society led to the
subjugation of women who bore double oppressions of racial inferiorisation and gender
subordination.?%® The superimposition of Western patterns of understanding gender also led to the

mistranslation and skewed recasting of Yoruba society by Western researchers.20°

I n AToward a Decol oni al Feminism, 0 Lugones notes the
forms of social organisation, gender relations, spiritual, ecological and cosmological understandings of
indigenous communities. Lugones recognises the complex ramifications of the introduction of
dichotomous hierarchies between human and non-human, male and female, wrought by colonial
modernity. The characterisation of the masculinity of the colonised, she notes, was paradoxically
subjected to an unresolved tension of irony between sexual passivity and hypersexuality. Writing on the
role of Christianity in the civilising mission, Lugones remarks on its persuasive presence in the
ii deol ogi cal conception o f andcatsa gnarkss its coaplidity ino dHeoni zat i

characterisation of female sexuality as evil. 219

Interested, in forms of intimate, everyday resistance to these multiple oppressions, Lugones attempts
to theorise resistance as fithe tension beubjgcdad subj ec
active subjectivity, t hat mi ni mal sense of agency re
being an adé%Sihvee coomecéed ves of the colonised as fda bein
locus constructed doubly, who perceives dou b | vy , relates doubly, where the
tension, and the conflict itself actively inf28rms the
The critical double voice of irony could possess the means to express this paradoxical enunciation of
identity through double-voicing or multivocal expression. The cognisance of plural subjectivities enables

us to clearly perceive the phenomenon of multiply oppressive subjectification by colonial processes.

207 For instance, as Allen remarks, the Yuma tribe had a tradition by which they designated gender based on

dr eams, ié a female who dreamed of we ap o meotebdinlcugomes, a mal e f o
AHet erosexual i sm and t hre Sosltoenni,adl /2 0Mo.der n Gende
%] yugones, ANHeterosexualism and the Colonial/ Modern Gender

209 We find parallel concerns with the damaging and enduring impact of the imposition of colonial categories of
gender in the work of Tejal Shah and Yuki Kihara, discussed in the final chapter. Culturally specific gender
identities such as the Indian Hijra or Samoan f a 6 a f havfe suffexed disenfranchisement from these colonial
impositions.

20 ugones, AToward a DMHgpatalR5nmid42010FE7@4M5.ni s m, O
2L ugones, ifiDecol oni al Feminism, o0 746.
22l ugones, ADecolonial Feminism,o0 748.
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Lugones argues for the value of coalitional understanding, calling for the logic of coalition and multiplicity

to respond to the coloniality of gender at the colonial difference.

Lugonesds theorising of t he conceptry prdcticeiformg ahl i ng o
important theoretical link to the selection of contemporary art discussed in the final chapter. The essay
APurity, | mpurity and Separ aPilgmage) introducesnthelipdréant ( al s o
concept of 0 caaticedof resistgn@e oa geati@e dpfiance. The concept is of considerable
importance to my thesis and will frequently feature in relation to the art discussed. Reflecting on the
unigue ambiguous position of mestizaje, Lugones conceives of mestizaje as metaphors for both impurity

and resistance.?'3 She writes in verse:
If something or someone is neither/nor, but kind of both, not quite either,
if something is in the middle of either/or,
if it is ambiguous, given the available classification of things,
if it is mestiza,
if it threatens by its very ambiguity the orderliness of the system of
schematized reality,
if given its ambiguity in the univocal ordering it is anomalous, deviant can it
be tamed through separation? Should it separate so as to avoid taming?
Should it resist separation? Should it resist through separation? Separate
as in the separation of the white from the yolk?214

Drawing on the analogy of making mayonnaise, an unstable emulsion of yolk and oil (that could
separate and curdle), Lugones distinguishes between separation as splitting and separation as curdling;
she sees the former as an exercise in purity and the latter, as one in impurity.?!®> She envisions the
curdled state of mestizaje as resisting the logic of purity and its categorical fetishism that seeks to split,
classify and control. Curdling, she declares, possesses the power of the impure; it rejects fragmentation
into unadulterated parts; it rejects homogeneity and resists domination. Lugones makes a key

distinction between fragmentation and multiplicity; the first follows the logic of purity and the second the

286 Mestizajeb is a term that refers to racial mixing, in
population (European, Indigenous American groups and Africans) as a result of its colonial history. It is a positive

affirmation or recognition of ethnic, linguistic, social or cultural mixing inherent in the history of Latin America or

Chicanx culture. Chicano/a is a chosen identity sometimes used alternatively to Mexican American. The former

term is affirmative and takes pride in Indigenous descent while the latter, characterised by dichotomy, has

connotations of cultural assimilation into American mainstream society.

214 | ugones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes, 100-01.

215 | ugones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes, 101.
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logic of curdling. Expounding on the art of curdling, on curdled behaviour as social commentary, on
curdled expression as creative social defiance, she writes:
Bi-and multilingual experimentation;
code-switching;
categorial blurring and confusion;
caricaturing the selves we are in the worlds of our
oppressors, infusing them with ambiguity;
practicing trickstery and foolery;
elaborate and explicitly marked gender transgression;
withdrawing our services from the pure or their agents
whenever possible and with panache;
drag;
announcing the impurity of the pure by ridiculing his
inability at self-maintenance;?'6

Camp and cross-dressing could be comfortably added to the list. All of the strategies mentioned form
examples of curdling. They undermine social hierarchy, destabilise norms, breach rigid dichotomies
and display a healthy tension between contrasting elements that are in coexistence. One can observe
t hat L ugon dosnstosbotl msstamce and the strategy of curdling are strikingly similar to that
of irony. lrony too relies on and inhabits contradiction and possesses an element of deception, of
deferral, of tactical deniability activated through deliberate obfuscation. It resists the tyranny of a
privileged viewpoint and allows for multivocal expression, while its ambiguity could seem threatening to
an ordered categorical eye. The strategies complement the mechanism of irony as they maintain a
mindful and often playful distance from (the colonial categorical obsession with) fixed identities

positioned within hierarchies, thus providing slippage and room for manoeuvring.

To conclude, | have constructed a table to illustrate the various postcolonial and decolonial terms that
are analogous with the characteristics of irony. Interestingly, some of these terms have been perceived
as afflictions of the postcolonial condition (e.g. double consciousness), some as colonial strategies (e.g.
mimicry), which are also capable of subversive transformation, while others are marked as strategies
of anti-colonial resistance (e.g. curdling). Some of these theorists and their strategies frequently feature

in the final chapter, in the analyses of the contemporary artworks that subvert colonial legacies.

DU BOIS SPIVAK BHABHA ANZALDUA LUGONES
9 Double 1 Strategic 9 Mimicry 9 Border Thinking 9 Curdling
Consciousness Essentialism 1 Hybridity 1 Mestiza
1 Liminality Consciousness
1 Interstitial Space | 1 Nepantla

216 Lugones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes, 116-17.
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CHAPTER TWO

An Understanding of Irony in Western Works of Art

This chapter is dedicated predominantly to an understanding of the uses of irony in Western visual art,
beginning with Marcel Duchamp, who is most often credited with systematically introducing irony into
art history., An exploration of ironyds purposes, its sensory
will transition into the exploration of postmodern works and culminate with the use of irony in
contemporary global practice. Exploring the motivations of irony across these broad periods of time
serves as a useful differential against the final chapter that focuses specifically on ironic engagement

in contemporary artworks that undermine a Eurocentric worldview and other legacies of colonialism.

Literature uses the medium of language, and its appreciation or critique depends on its comprehension;

the appreciation of the visual arts, however, is contingent on the senses. In the case of verbal irony, the

medium examined is the text, either written or spoken, from which irony is inferred. Semantics, word

plays, quotation marks and even punctuations could be revelatory signs as to the presence of irony in

atext. Anartworkcouldal| so appeaéerahybébughodayiby using text, eithe¢e
or spoken, or perhaps in its title; the temporality of its usage could vary significantly. The title of an

artwork or the text contained within an image produces a form of irony. For instance, Belgian painter

René Ma g r i (1898186¥) painting titled The Treachery of Images (Ce c i N6est PE&G Une Pi
8) is an example of an artwork where the text presents a conflict with the image of the object depicted.

The text below the painted image states,6 Thi s i s,6n ttowa viReirpe t hethataheng.e i s cl
Additionally, the words themselves are also painted, and the painting seems to interrogate itself. The

simple irony of the text within an artwork presenting us with the opposite of what the image depicts

compels one to search for a resolution that might explain this perplexing inconsistency.

Lars Ellestrom claims that a person with a philosophical bent of mind might perceive this viewing in the

foll owing way O6Yes, ofltcosr sner eThi @ ir €9 netkisscase,pt pen o
irony seems to challenge language as well as assumptions and, more importantly, provokes thought

which calls for a reassessment of normative thinking.
one thing and mmpies aduglity ; the melsage,oneia decoy and the other coded in

bytheironi st . Wi t h Mmegevdr, ivhich presents B @ombjination of literary and visual irony,

there are more than two conflicting messages to be found. Rose provides a clear analysis of the

messages encoded within the artwork: Message 1: Thisis a pipe. Me s sage 2: No, it isndt

It is the representation of a pipe.?18

27larsEl | estr°m, fASome Notes on Irony in the Visual Arts and
Shost akWardaodmage 12, no. 2 (1996): 101-02.
218 A, Rose, Pictorial Irony, 72.
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Applying irony to the experience of the visual arts is tricky and undeniably more challenging as one
cannot always fall back on the conventions of a coded language to ensure its communication. Its

inference, therefore, is just as complex. As Hutcheon implies, interpreters of irony are not merely

passive receivers of the ir onitetdnsisais sependeat.on tieh e

eye of its beholder.2%® This puts us on unstable ground. It suggests that the communication of irony is

not always guaranteed, which makes it to some extent discriminatory, elitist and exclusive, as not

everyone might 6getdé it. Certain modes of irony

audience remains unaware of the ironi stiétimguishabteent i on.

by the tone of voice, identifying markers of irony in the visual arts often require the knowledge and

understanding of context. Characteristically, it is shrouded in ambiguity, and this increases the difficulty

of detecting its presence. This r equi res t hat t he ar t i0sotbalance tha s k

aesthetic quality of irony effectively along with other factors to create an artwork whose layers can be

peeled and savoured through delicate probing.

2.1 The Arresting Entry of Irony: Duchamp

Duchamp@andonment of tradi ti ooondhimin&vour ofiexpgriments withr et i n a l

6 c hat cwh er eanloalse liregnventional pictorial approaches while exploring its potential for
mental stimulation.22° Consciously distancing himself even from his own artistic judgements and taste,
Duchamp professes, Alrony is a playful way of

is a meta-i r o%'yHisocr eati on of the o6éreadymaded revol
equivocation. His use of irony through this radical technique questioned aesthetic value and disrupted

long-standing certainties regarding the role of the artist as an expertly skilled creator.

Emerging in Zurich, Switzerland, Dada was an art movement that spread across many European
nations and also North America, with Paris and New York developing as important centres. The origins
of Dada are entwined with the beginning of World War 1. Disillusioned with the aesthetic ideals of
modern industrial societies, intellectual and cultural conventions, the perilous ascent of nationalism and
bourgeois capitalism, the Dadaists saw these as principal causes of the War. They rejected these
ideologies and the logic of capitalist societies by emphasising irrationality, unpredictability,
impulsiveness and chaos in their aesthetics. Dada was diverse in its expression, it encompassed

literature, poetry, theatre, visual arts, photography, performance, collage and was international in its

219 Hutcheon,| r ony 6,418Ed g e

220 Dalia Judovitz, Unpacking Duchamp: Art in Transit (University of California Press, 1995), 16.
2lQuoted i n Rob e The Dada Rainters ancFRoétsd An,Anthology, 2nd ed. (Boston, Mass.: G.K.
Hall, 1981), 311.
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scope. This artistic and literary movement ignored the traditional aesthetics associated with art, posed

itself as anti-art and adopted a critical and aggressive stance toward the conventions of its times.

The Dada manife st o6s of 1916 and 1918 by Hugo Ball and Tri s
outline the goals and principles of the movement. While there were many differences in its articulation,

Dada was predominantly anti-intellectual, endorsed anarchy and advocated a break with social and

institutional conditioning. It also attacked the logic of language, its conventional usage of words and

their associated meanings. The term Dada, for instance, could be understood as a nonsensical sound
orcouldbeseentoholdmeani ng in French, referring to a O6hobby h
and parody were integral to Dada. Its positioning as anti-art was additionally a paradoxical claim

considering it was a movement that produced art. Francis Picabia and Duchamp, who were key

proponents of the movement, travelled to New York from France in the year 1915 and met American

artist Man Ray. Together, all three generated a radical shift in art practice that rejected common

standards and definitions of art. While influenced by many avant-garde movements such as Cubism

and Futurism, Dadabds i deol odweristh-cerguryartmogements auchiap nal t o
Surrealism and Conceptual art. The negation of traditional aesthetics and an obstinate, ironic refusal to

be éauthenticd with regard to the staid standards of

work of Duchamp.

The artistic career of Duchamp is essentially of an experimental nature, littered with phases of influence
from various artistic movements such as Cubism, Dada and Surrealism, finally culminating into his
signature iconoclastic defiance of normative categorisation. Humour, irony, satire, parody, visual and
linguistic punning are trademarks of his oeuvre. Provocation is key. Questioning the meaning and
function of art as practice and as institution, he began to consciously distance himself from its
associated dogmas and systematised expectations. Liberating pictorial expression from the confines of
its own aesthetic and generic conventions, Duchamp sought to alter its emphasis on retinal appeal and
explore instead its potential for mental stimulation. His legacy is that of a relentless spirit of inquiry,
review and critique alongside a perpetual mockery of customs and standards, thus transgressing or

transcending previously uncontested conventions.

Employing a conceptual approach, Duchamp fashions the assemblage of the Three Standard
Stoppages, 1913 (Fig. 9). His notes on the fabrication of the piece in the Box of 1914222 indicate the
following modus operandi. Three lengths of threads, each a metre long, were held horizontally at the
height of one metre and allowed to fall onto three painted strips of canvas. Their chance formations
were preserved and varnished onto the Prussian blue canvas surface, with each strip then mounted on
a glass panel. The random curvature of the threads served as patterns for three wooden slats that were

shaped accordingly on one edge. The wooden slats represent a technical drawing device for

222A book which contains r e pbora noted rélaiingso the ConcBptualinpaiompfdre f i r s
Large Glass.
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draughtsmen to measure and draw straight lines. After their Duchampian alteration, with one edge
ironicallsyngét ah@arcdiance curvat ur ethey prove th lee uselessr espond
implements, although theoretically speaking, the wooden templates still retain the measure of exactly
one metre of thread. The pseudo-scientific measuring devices are assembled within a wooden croquet

box resembling a toolkit.

While invoking the qualities of a mathematical experiment on the surface, the work undermines the

rational basis of science and questions the accepted authority of standards of measurement. He further

complicatest he i dea of DBymuldipyiogtenesrntabhdar di seddé curtwes of f
diagrammatic form in Network of Stoppages, 1914 (Fig. 10). The curves from Three Standard

Stoppages are repeated three times each and arranged to resemble a graph-like form on the canvas.

By deploying chance and avoiding purpose or deliberation in the creation of an artistic work, Duchamp

chall enges the critic, audiencebs and institutionés

forms of determinism that they impose upon an artwork.

Mo s t schol ar s hi Pphre® Standand Stoppages Gesterates the process described in his

notes, taking them at face value. Literature that is more recent, however, has raised questions about

the veracity of Duchamp éds thatheahadpenndedaowh ant hisoingistandee pr ot o
on a clinical devotion to them even when questioned repeatedly.?? Duc hampdés noB&xsf from t
1914 state, for example,t hat the t hread measuring a metre in | eng:
pl easesd while creating fia new image of the unit of |
1913-14 work at MOMA reveals that the string actually begins on the reverse side of the canvas, passes

through a needle hole to the front, the path of the
of string which then disappears back into another needle hole returning to the reverse side of the

canvas.??* Perhaps this was meant to be a trace of an earlier experiment as Michael Schwab suggests,

or perhaps, the jokes on us.

The premise of the entire experiment was dependant ol
length of one metre. A simple act of observation reveals the premise defunct. The playful irony of
Duchamp not only parodies the standardised concept of the meter through the Three Standard
Stoppages but also demystifies and destabilises the much-revered authority of the art scholar and the
artistic authority of the artist. His benevolent teasing also provokes his audience to develop a healthy

curiosity, providing answers to the ones that dare to question.

22S5ee AHidden i n Pl a3iStand&d fdpgages, D uMohraempTorsul vy a fAStoppageo (An
Mending) Than We Ever Realizedd by Shearestand ERouslt & moAlogy
by Michael Schwab.

224 Shearer and Gould approached conservators at MOMA, Erika Mosier, Pat Houlihan, and Christopher

McGlinchey, to examine the original object.
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The Bicycle Wheel (Fig.1l))was Duchampbés first Readymade t hnteel compri
on a wooden stool, consequently undermining the utilitarian functions of both objects. Initially, never
meant for display, the composite object or o6éassisted

studio and provided him merriment as he would turn the wheel and watch it spin. Mexican poet and

writer Octavio Paz describes Readymades as fanonymou:

the mere fact of choosi ng £hTeewraditiocnal notion ofthe craative act, wo r k s

perceived to involve deliberation, painterly skil I,

was thus put in jeopardy. The paradoxical characteristics of irony are embodied in the radical

indeterminacy of the object oscillating between the tenuous states of 6 ar t 6 a nodvith ach t

classification mutually destructive of the other on the one hand but confoundingly acquiring equal
validity on the other.

The ter amadresdadiympl i es a stage of ¢ o mp hgeahyisabatantialn
input from the artist in its process of creation. Paz implies that by minimal intervention and the mere
virtue of the artistés designatory act, a uti/l
dramaticallyd it would be knighted forever as an art object. When asked in an interview in 1968 on how
he chooses an object, Duchamp insists, however, that the object fthooses you, so to speak.0??6 He
c o nt i rdfyaurschoicdientered into it, then, taste is involved, bad taste, good taste, uninteresting
taste. Taste is the enemy of art, A-R-T. The idea was to find an object that had no attraction whatsoever

from t he ae s Naihg adelibenate Imeve away from the primacy of visual aesthetics

art

(0
t

produ

tar.i

a

toward the conceptual , Duchamp attempts to change t he-dneoirfnysd t hat

the process and the personality, and to induce humour into the dry seriousness of it all.?28 This
expansion of the limits of artistic licence makes delicate the difference between the ontological statuses
of the utilitarian object set against art object. The assimilation of the readymade into the art world
triggered an assault on its customs, causing disorder and much deliberation into what was to be

considered as acceptable standards of art.

A snow shovel bought from a hardware stor e, suspende

titled In Advance of the Broken Arm, 1915was t he f i r st piece he designated

Fountain, though, was the first publicly exhibited readymade to garner considerable attention.

Duchamp, from the showroom of J.L. Mott Iron Works,c hose t he bathroom fixture

few minor alterations were made to the porcelain white urinald it was turned on its side, from its

225 Octavio Paz, Marcel Duchamp: Appearance Stripped Bare, trans. Rachel Philips and Donald Gardner (New
York: Arcade Publishing, 1990), 20-21.

226 Francis Roberts, i Fr om t he Archives: An I nter vi eAvtnews, JahuarWiBr c e |

2019, https://www.artnews.com/art-news/retrospective/archives-interview-marcel-duchamp-1968-11708/.

22T Roberts,i An I nterview with Mar Artnéws.Duc hamp, From 1968, 0
228 Roberts, i An I nterview with Mar AméwsDuchamp, From 1968, 0

0

Duch:
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functiona | position, signed in black paimcthrivet Bnedet lie ct

O0Fountaindé and promptly sent to the Society of I ndepe

The Oxford English Dictionary defines Socraticironyasi A’ pose of ignorance assumed
ot hers into making st at e me n#°fortewere to stridenacrosh eemturigse c hal |
and disciplines to tease a parallel out of art history, one might examine Ducha mp Basintain (Fig. 12).

After all, the Fountanwas al so a sort of ©6éinside jokebo, meant tc
challenged the erudite art world, making it question everything it once held true and provoked it to

ponder over the aesthetic validity of the readymade object. Like Socrates, but in a much milder fashion,

Duchamp too was once condemned as the Fountain was vetoed from the inaugural exhibition of the

Society of Independent Artists. By administering mischievous irony, Duchamp undermined the then

perceived fundamental requisite of an artworkd that it be made by an artist. The significance of this act

lies in its defiance of the norms of the art-system delivered in the form of a critique of the definitions of

art, beauty, aesthetics and value.

A machine-made object exhibited in place of an artistic object whose traditional qualifying criteria was
that it be made meticulously and by hand proves incongruous through the ironic displacement of its
context. The notion of artistic originality and authorship are undermined. In an interview from 1959, he
explains,t he readymade comes in as a sort of irony, becau:
I didnét even make it myselfspedAki wg, kmewnsfindato, baet)
there it is ready-ma d &% Tie readymade is an ironic object. It is a paradoxical construction as it is
both an ordinary object and an art object; both iterations coexist and are not necessarily mutually

exclusive. They are aporetic, both plausible yet inconsistent.23!

By altering the context of its normative placement, from the floor of a bathroom to a gallery setting,
Duchamp defamiliarises the object, inducing a fresh reaction to this otherwise commonplace item. Viktor
Shklovsky (1893-1984), a leading figure associated with Russian Formalism, envisioned the concept of
defamiliarisation in the context of literary and linguistic theory and cited the writings of Tolstoy as an
illustration. Shk | o v s$sgydrem 1917, Art as Device, declares that the function of art is to eliminate
the automatised perception of objects and that this could be achieved by making strange that which is

familiar.232

This is how life becomes nothing and disappears. Automatization eats things, clothes, furniture, your
wi f e, and the fear of waré And so this thing we call a |

29/ Socr at iOsford English Yictionary.

230 George Heard Hamilton, Richard Hamilton, and Charles Mitchel, i A 1959 I nterview with Marce
The Fallacy of Art Hi sAttspace, Februady 2%, 2088, Deat h of Art , o
https://www.artspace.com/magazine/art_101/ga/a-1959-interview-with-marcel-duchamp-the-fallacy-of-art-history-
and-the-death-of-art-55274.

231 Aporia has been associated with the irony of Socrates and also with the writings of Derrida.

2Written prior to Freudo6s article on the d6uncanny, 6 Shklov
the Freudian concept of the uncanny, which will be discussed subsequently.



74

order to make us feel things, in order to make a stone stony. The goal of art is to create the sensation of
seeing, and not merely recognizing, t bfihingsandthe he
complication of the form, which increases the duration and complexity of perception, as the process of
perception is, in art, an end in itself and must be prolonged. Art is the means to live through the making
of a thing; what has been made does not matter in art.233
Defamiliarisation is understood as an artistic device in which an object is presented removed from the
common stain of its typical, habitual association. This displacement effects not only a temporally
extended aesthetic response but also causes a profound imprint in its audience. As the automated
response is bypassed, a novel perception is enabled. Paradoxically then, it is the perception of the
common through an uncommon lens. One sees the broad multidisciplinary influence of this important
artistic device in Dada and even later on in the epic theatre of Bertolt Brecht and presently in
contemporary art practice. Duchamp had intended to introduce the readymade as a form resisting a
definition within the arts. He argued that repetition and taste were the enemies of art and placed
importance instead on a nonconformist spirit, conceptual value and the art of ideas. He believed that

ideas could survive longer and without distortion.

Art historian William A. Camfield, an authority on the Fountain, describes the many physical and
conceptual ironies that it presents, Irofiic dualities continue as a hard, chilly surface bellies the
sensuousness of the form; as a receptacle for waste fluid is renamed as a dispenser of life-giving water;
as an object associated with dirtydbiological needs comes to bear association with the serene, spiritual
forms of a seated Buddha or a chaste, veiled Madonna.&** When first presented to the Independents

for exhibition, its members baulked at the object& offensive relation to a secretion that is part of the

device

bodybés refuse. The | ur eowevdr, gave rise t@aencmbkeriofaaccouats likenihge t i ¢ s

the Fountain to the anthropomorphic forms of the Madonna and the seated Buddha.235 Apart from
observations of the elements of the sacred and the obscene residing within its form, writings on the
Fountain also found it suggestive of a conceptual synthesis of male and female forms. Its utilitarian
identity as a urinal generates the male association, while its sensuous triangular form evidently

resembles female genitalia.

Several dualities were thrown to light for re-examination in the stir of the Fountain, elevated/ordinary,
high/low, handmade/machine-made, artist/artisan, utilitarian/artistic; their associated premises of
difference weakened and destabilised. Derrida, in his theories on deconstruction, points out the habitual
construction of opposites in our culture such as Reason/Emotion, Masculine/Feminine or

Presence/Absence and reveals the logocentric nature of dualistic theorising. Based on Swiss linguist

Ferdinand de Saussureds r el aontodhe positivepand nmegative \Rleasr i da c a

associated with most of them. One pair of the binary is typically dominant, implying the interplay of

233 Viktor Shklovsky, i Art as Devi ce, 0 t rPaatics Today Béeno.a3r2015)al6Ber | i na,
234 Thierry de Duve, ed., The Definitively Unfinished Marcel Duchamp (The MIT Press, 1991), 148.
235 Duve, The Definitively Unfinished Marcel Duchamp, 140-142. These observations engender their own irony

consideringthatt hey are formalist interpretations of Duchampo6s wund
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power structures within the binary opposition, ultimately leading to a privileged or marginalised status.

Through deconstruction, Derrida intended to weaken each pair by undermining their dichotomies and

ultimately subverting them. A c¢ o mpBourdam|whereswelseeer si on

both opposing orders of classification, utilitarian commodity and artistic object, find their place within

the same object.

Différance, a term coined by Derrida is a concept central to deconstruction and its examination of the

relationship between text and meaning. A sspelti ot i c
odi

otherwise; it is a portmanteau thatr ef er s t o both the producti on
or postponing. In an interview with Bulgarian-French semiotician, psychoanalyst, literary critic and

philosopher Julia Kristeva, Derrida explains that fin the order of spoken or written discourse, no element

of

can function as a sign without referring t&®Thsnot her

intertwining indicates that a word derives meaning from internal traces of other words that it is
associated with as well as how it differs from them. Therefore, the other words or signifiers represent
the critical absences that constitute the word. The internal structural instability of meaning is therefore
laid bare. Derrida offers further clarification of the term, fDifférance is the systematic play of differences,
of the traces of differences, of the spacingby means of which el ement®
This space bet ween el ements i s a generative space

elements in their play against each other are not fixed or static. An element in reference to its present
reality, always takes on meaning by referring to trace elements from the past or future, thus displaying

this spacing as the temporal postponement or deferring of complete meaning.

Thomas Deane Tucker in his book Derridada | oc at es Duchampods readymades

différance. The Fountain, for example, transcends the threshold of its own traditional context as a urinal
through a different iteration. This new formulation does not refer solely to its original context nor entirely
suppress it but engenders meaning through différance. Designated by Duchamp to belong to a new
context, the signification of the object is suspended between the possibilities of multiple readings.
Through his iconoclastic gesture of making analogous the act of designation (an act of deliberation
paired with aesthetic indifference) with the act of creation, Duchamp ironises the creative act and

stimulates the rigid disciplinary boundaries of art to integrate conceptual artistry and reflexivity.

Duchampbés interest in the playful use odémsdvesrag uage

integral part of the work. He exercises a semantic rebellion in his titling in order to avoid a reductive
analysis and instead puts them into play with the object. In the case of the Fountain, the title does not
describe its object but alters it and functions as a referent providing delayed, unanticipated, alternate

associations between the visual, the verbal and the conceptual. There is no simple opposition between

2%6Jacques Derrida, @ Semi oinLitegayy Tleornyd An@ntkology.cetisolulie Biwkin and
Michael Ryan, 2nd ed. (Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 1998), 337.
X’Derridaol ®ggmand Grammatol ogy, 0 337.
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the Fountain (verbal) and the urinal (visual). The discordancy of their interaction is made somewhat
partial due to the signifiers in the verbal title. The play of différance and traces in the production of
meaning invokes even multisensorial connotations, especially with respect to its former context as a
urinal. The evocation of the invisible lingering odour of human waste activates an olfactory dimension,
thus avoiding the singular domination of the ocular that typically transpires in a work-spectator

encounter.

Philosopher and scholar Dalia Judovitz in her book Unpacking Duchamp talks of the olfactory dimension

foll owing the | ogi c o infrabhin.dnfreanmmeedwas ao inea that Puchamg bedam e

thinking about in the late 1930s. Most scholars on Duchamp use infra-slim or infra-thin as a translation.

Art Historian Molly Nesbit explains that Duchamp came to use the term infra-mincet o expl or e At ho
immeasurable transitions betweenone t hi ng &% duchampadsibted providing a definition

for the term and insisted that it could only be described through examples. The first public example

appeared on the back cover of the Surrealist journal View in March 1945:

WHEN

THE TOBACCO SMOKE
ALSO SMELLS

OF THE MOUTH
WHICH EXHALES IT
THE TWO ODOURS
ARE MARRIED BY
INFRA-MINCE.?%®

I ndicatinbeaweeatssdf i@d@ t he s i andalsoofitheinsephrationfoerech el e me n
through difference, there is an easi | dgifffrancedandthee af f i n
infra-thin. Though predating Derr i da d septd, mfrasthinlisasmuchdike ao f comp
trace and undermines pairs of binary opposition through its immeasurable margin. We find this
applicable in the Fountain, where infra-thin impossibly measures the delayed interval between common

object and artistic readymade.

Derridads deconstructive approach employs irony as a
uncontested notions, ultimately revealing their structural inconsistencies. By giving precedence to
ambiguity and complexity, Derrida exposes the simplistic and reductionist practices that dominate our
ways of thinking, a major characteristic shared by univocal colonialist narratives. The Duchampian irony
exercised in the readymade is similar in nature to a deconstructionist reading. The readymade employs
satirical irony as it attacks the conventions of its own ontological context in the art world while
simultaneously transcending it and also creates a strategic interchange between the two positions. It
does not just affirm or negate; but also creates a space that is indifferent to irresolution and accepting

of ambiguity. Judovitz succinctly encapsulates the aporia of the readymade object, i T h e +madaedy

28 MollyNesbit, ALast Words ( Ri | AreHistoki2l nodd1938) =7.n) ( Duchamp), 0
2Nesbit, fALast Words, o 547.
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thus embodies an impossible destiny: the predicament of art brought face-to-face with its own conditions
of posd&l bility.o

As fate would have it (or irony rather), while Duchamp intended to discourage aesthetic privileging

through his readymades, the art world eventually enthusiastically embraced and assimilated the

readymade into yet another artistic category. This institutional legitimation and the powerful
commercialisat i on of the art mar k-aesthetcaantsirstidutional gestaengféils ant i
miserably with respect to undermining the commaodification of the art object. Amelia Jones, in her book
Postmodernism and the En-Gendering of Marcel Duchamp,qu ot es Pet er -dwdisttheorys avan

where he cites the readymade as not only a prime example ofavant-gar deés negation of cr

also of the definitive failure ofitsradi cal i ty: AOnce the signed bottle dri
that deserves a place in a museum, the provocation no
adaptation [to the market] does not eradicate the idea of individual creativity, it affirms itéo

D u c h a naptbagsthetic, anti-rational, anti-establishment stance and his resolute irreverence to
traditional and established aesthetics of the art world embodied the spirits of both Dada and Surrealism.
Although Dada in itself was a short-lived movement, several crucial techniques that it employed and
explored, such as assemblage, automatism, photomontage, chance and the practice or format of
installation, were incorporated and expanded upon by several ensuing movements. The impact of these
techniques is evident in Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism, Pop Art, Fluxus and subsequently
postmodern movements such as Conceptual Art, Neo-Dada, Neo-Conceptualism, Performance and
Installation. We find the enduring impact of D u ¢ h a mgadymade technique influencing the ironic

practices of postmodern appropriation and contemporary artistic practice.

2.2 Surrealism

With Dada as its principal source, Surrealism emerged between the two World Wars and was
characterised by a fascination with the bizarre, the incongruous and the irrational. With several artists
featuring successively in both movements, they had attitudinal affinities and were strongly anti-
rationalist. As a reaction against Enlightenment rationalism that had guided European thought for most
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, concluding in the devastation of World War I, Surrealism
sought freedom from the limiting control of reason. Its chief spokesman, André Breton (1896-1966), in
his first Manifestoof Sur r eal i sm publ i shed i n PEcidautodatigniimited Surr e

pure state, by which one proposes to expressd verbally, by means of the written word, or in any other

240 Judovitz, Unpacking Duchamp, 119.
241 Amelia Jones, Postmodernism and the En-Gendering of Marcel Duchamp (Cambridge University Press,
1994), 13.
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mannerd the actual functioning of thought. Dictated by thought, in the absence of any control exercised
by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral concern.*? Encour aging fAthe disinter
thought, 0 Sur toeehninats oconssionsu apritrol through methods designed to release
primitive urges and imagery and drew heavily on the writings of Freud concerning the unconscious and

its relation to dreams.243

Drawing on inspiration from psychological theory, artists experimented with making artworks that
merged familiar things in unusual ways to create uncanny feelings. Ma n R &he &#t (Cadeau) of
1921 (see Fig. 13), inspired by Dada, was a sort of precursor to the surrealist object. One also notices
the influence of Duc hamprhevieweRacpniranteckby a dommon twasdhgldna d e .
implement now possessing brass tacks glued in a vertical line down the centre of its flat surface. A
recognised functional object is made dysfunctional by this simple addition. Its level metal surface once
used to smoothen creases on clothes, would now tear into delicate fabric if one was tempted to use it
in its standard context. It possesses an air of violence and destruction. The iron and the tacks are shorn
of their original function, displaced from their normative setting and are now imbued with a more sinister,

destructive function.

In Freud's essay firhe dJncannyd @919), he suggests that unheimlich o r 6uncaommynly i s
understood as the opposite of heimlich or the familiar and homely. He notes additionally that heimlich

could also be interpreted as something concealed, private or hidden, thus bringing it closer to

unheimlich in its connotation. He states that in linguistic usage, the meaning of heimlich develops

ambivalently to finally coincide with its opposite, unheimlich. He writes, therefore, that the uncanny fi i s

in reality nothing new or alien, but something which is familiar and old-established in the mind and which

has become alienated from it o n?*Vhereftre, mtbegthan teferengpr oce s s
to something that is strange or frightening because it is unknown or unfamiliar, Freud posits that the

uncanny fAis that class of the frightening whikrth | eads:s
With the eerie Cadeau, familiar, utilitarian objects are ironically rendered unusable for their intended

purposes and are inducted into the realm of art. When a distinction between classes of objects or

categories is effaced, the subsequent uncertainty results in a feeling of discomfort. We note the

unconscious and our conditioning as they intervene in our experience of the artwork, appearing as an

affective irony, arousing in us a feeling of uncanniness.

242 André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (The University of
Michigan Press, 1972), 26,
https://archive.org/details/andrebretonmanifestoesofsurrealism/page/n37/mode/2up?q=exercised+by+reason

243 Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, 26.

24sSigmundFr eud, @ Th eThé Standaed iditipndof tiie Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund
Freud, Volume XVII (1917-1919): An Infantile Neurosis and Other Works, trans. James Strachey in collaboration
with Anna Freud (London: Hogarth Press, 1971), 241.

25Freud, fAUncanny, o0 220.
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Mer et Opp e nh lbjertos Lurickeannni Far, 1936 (Fig. 14) is emblematic of the Freudian
uncanny. In this archetypal surrealist object, we are confronted with a teacup, saucer and spoon,
covered in the gradated brown fur of a Chinese gazelle. The pleasurable, tactile sensation of fur as
experienced by touch turns into a dreadful sensation when picturing its bearing on taste, had the cup
or spoon been brought to the mouth. We experience an unconscious anxiety as our most basic
assumption of the categorical mutual exclusiveness of living and inanimate is made ambiguous by the
objects that seem to have grown animal fur. We are strangely drawn to the sculpture but also physically
revulsed by it. The fur animates the mundane domestic, utilitarian objects, imbuing the inorganic
tableware with animality and sexual eroticism. In line with the Freudian aesthetics of the uncanny, the
uneasiness that one feels arises from the repression of base and animalistic desires, a censoring
necessary for social acceptability. Si mi | ar Cadeau,®p \p & $ h surreaisssculpture teases us
through its self-cancelling nature, as its material contradicts its familiar function. The impracticality of
the combination of materials is playfully ironic, as one would be ill-advised to offer a guest a warm furry

cup of tea.

The ways in which Surrealist artists set about the exploration of submerged impulses and imagery
displays visual, formal and stylistic heterogeneity. Some artists, such as Max Ernst and André Masson,
for instance, cultivated various types of automatism in an effort to eliminate conscious control, while
others like Salvador Dali and René Magritte painted in a scrupulously detailed manner to give a
hallucinatory sense of reality to scenes evocative of dream imagery. In Surrealist objects and in some
paintings, collages and photography, the startling juxtaposition of unrelated items was used to create a
sense not so much of unreality as of a fantastic but compelling reality outside the everyday world. Dali
developed the surrealist technique called the paranoiac-critical method, according to which one was
required to cultivate genuine delusion, as in clinical paranoia, while remaining residually aware that the
control of reason and will had been deliberately suspended. Dali believed that this altered state of
delirium stimulated the brain to perceive differently and inspire previously neglected associations
between things that a rational mind might not. His imagery takes on a strange, hallucinatory character
as the meticulous academic technique is contradicted by an unreal dream-like space. Magritte also
strongly expressed the Surrealist idea and method of a dream-like dissociation of image and meaning.

As noted earlier, the danger of relying on rationality when viewing a Surrealist work is glaringly apparent

i n Ma gTheé Trdachérsof Images (Fig. 8). Thereisanironicécancel | abil i tnthe t hat i s

contradiction between painted text and painted image.

Unexpected, contradictory and unrealisticimagerymay cr eat e fopiesrwitkeita prodsction c
heavily dependent on constructed contexts. Apart from manipulated uncanny juxtapositions, American
art critic Rosalind Krauss,i n fiThe Phot ographi c Con ddraws aumagentor
to the wealth of unmanipulated imagery in Surrealist photography. These images are imbued with a
sense of the uncanny but may not be explicitly
hatted figure of a man (see Fig. 15), she elaborates on the strategies of cropping, framing, spacing or

extreme close-up, which cause the displacement of certain elements of reality, thus enabling one to

Surrea

i roni
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better perceive the involuntary production of signs. Regarding Untitled (Ma n Bag) (Fig. 15), she writes
about the way that the familiar object of a hat is isolated through its framing to evoke its own
sexualisation: fiMan Ray's photograph is one of several to accompany an essay by Tristan Tzara about
the unconscious production of sexual imagery throughout all aspects of culture-this particular one being
t he desi g Inthé imdye thesfeebng of the uncanny is not aroused by overt juxtaposition but
instead in the transformative ability of the familiar object in its unusual framing to provoke analogies to
the female sex organ. By its unfamiliar angle and isolation, it is decontextualised, defamiliarised and

displaced from reality to conjure instead repressed feelings of sexual desire.

It is important to include Surrealism in our discussion on irony because it does not require irony to be
realist, logical, intentional or tied to a certainty. Surrealism is also important because of its lasting
influence on contemporary art practices that eschew logical or positivist narratives. Surrealism courts
daydreaming and the bizarre imagination, which later emerge as major processes in contemporary

artworks.

2.3 Postmodern Practice

The dil emmas of originality, authorship and reproduc
were conceptual precursors to the preoccupations of postmodernism. Emerging around the late 1950s,
Postmodernism represented a break from Modernism and influenced numerous disciplines such as art,

architecture, philosophy, sociology, literary criticism and others. Scholars took up varying and

contradictory critical positions on postmodernism; some saw it as a reaction against modernism while

others as an extension of it. Jean-Fr an- oi s Ly ot ar dléePodtmodekn Caontlitiort 8 7 9

Report on Knowledge, situates it anachronistically. Rather than applying a linear periodising, positioning

it at the end of modernity, Lyotard recognises its characteristics cyclically, both before and after

modernism, thus marking a temporal aporia.?*” Most other scholars of postmodernism prefer locating it

as the announcement of the end of modernity. The common ground that all scholars share, however,

is with regard to its i n%8rTeedirorising gnd ftagmemtatiah ofntet anar r a
univocal into the polyvocal was encouraged; the absolute into the relativist, the universal into multiple

localised perspectives.

26 RosalindKrauss, AThe Photographi c OCtoberd9 (19810:8s of Surrealism, o
247 Bill Readings, Introducing Lyotard: Art and Politics (London: Routledge, 1991), 40.

248 Jean-Fran- ois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (Manchester University Press;

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), xxiv.
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American art critic Craig Owens writes that postmodernismisrecognise d as t he c¢risis of t|
vested in Western European cul t ur e a n d* A dedaration of the enduof grandmarmatives
and their control over the legitimation of knowledge, power relations and the homogenising of human
experience is characteristic of postmodernism. The impact of World War Il and the disenchantment that
folowedi t saw a denunciation of modernismb6s Enlightenmen

rational thought and a unified vision for humanity.

In late capitalist societies, where manufacturing had reached saturation levels, the emphasis on
production shifted instead to mass consumption. In a post industrialist economy, media, marketing and
cultural services became key sectors. American literary critic Frederic Jameson perceives the cultural
phenomenon of postmodernism in correlation with the emergence of a new type of economic and social
order, fpostindustrial or consumer society, the society of the media or the spectacle, or multinational
capitalism.@° In the age of mass reproduction, consumer culture and information overload, Jameson
points out that postmodernism reinforces the logic of consumer capitalism and also questions if it resists

that logic at all.

Much postmodern art practice indeed reflects the excessive engagement with advertising, branded
product s, information and technol ogy. T ak-printgoft he e xa
Campbell soup cans and celebrities, we understand that the point of the work is to emphasise the
ultimate commodification of all things, not just of objects but also of people. However, by resembling
printed adverts that were mass-produced, the work helped erode the longstanding aesthetic divide
between high art and popular culture.?> The modernist aesthetic was moulded on a sense of unique
individual identity, whereas the postmodern pulls away from ideas of originality or autonomy, often
playing instead on the idea of mass production. There is a sort of democratisation of artistic mediums

while the conceptual gains more importance than the individual mark of the artist.

Defining Apostmodernod art formesul Hubehesedasseftlestht
is paradoxically both self-reflexive (about its technique and material) and yet grounded in historical and
pol i ti c a?%?O0haservingiinks betweendpostmodernism and postcolonialism, Hutcheon declares
that despite major differences between the two posts, the overlapping concern with marginalisation
brings them together. She also opinesthatt hey share discursive strategies |
irony as a doubled or split discour se®@Hedeerhsirbngs t he p

an effective and strategic trope that c postmodezns pond t

#9Craig Owens, AThe Discourse of Ot hTeaAsnti-AesthetictiEssaysdns and Post
Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Bay Press, 1983), 57.

2%0Fredrick Jameson, APost moder MhedAmi-Aesthetic: Essaysson PostmodeBno c i et y, 0 i
Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Bay Press, 1983), 113.

251 Although the categorical elitism is bridged, it is important to point out that the economic elitism prevails, a
Warhol most certainly remains unaffordable by the masses.

?Hut cheon, ACircling the Downspout of Empire, o 150.
2Hutcheon, ACircling the Downspout of Empire, o 154.
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complicitous critique and post-c ol oni al doubled identity and history, o
those conditions.®®*Hut cheon identifies the essence of postmoder
resolutely historical and inescapably p o | i ##5i Ifcpastmodirnism rejects the modernist ideal of an

ultimate truth, a postmodern society will have to believe itself liberated from a meta-position, an ideal
and privileged viewpoint. It would then have to accept its own position as one amongst other competing

views; else, it runs the risk of ironically mirroring a meta-narrative by believing in its own superiority.

American postmodern philosopher Richard Rorty (1931-2007) states that while western philosophy or
the metaphysician attempts to rise above the plurality of experience in order to reach a universal
proposition or the real, the ironist studies the plurality of these attempts as well as the urge to find a

final vocabulary. Rorty identifies an ironist by their fulfilment of three conditions:

(I') She has radical and continuing doubts about the fi
realizes that argument phrased in her present vocabulary can neither underwrite nor dissolve these
doubts; (3) insofar as she philosophizes about her situation, she does not think that her vocabulary is
closer to reality than others, that it is in touch with a power not herself. Ironists who are inclined to
philosophize see the choice between vocabularies as made neither within a neutral and universal
metavocabulary nor by an attempt to fight one's way past appearances to the real, but simply by playing
the new off against the old.2%¢
Rorty advocates that irony enables us to abandon transcendental truths and allows instead for a plurality
of competing accounts while acknowledging that our own context is subject to change and is but one
of many ot hers. B vy latiftity @nd cogtingertcyi obauthoaity figurds,&?>” Rogty urges us
to strive towards self-creation through a renewed description of canons in order to break their concrete
power over us. However, positing an ironic viewpoint that challenges Western values creates another
central value. Rorty irons out this quandary by suggesting we draw distinctions between the public and
the private. His pragmatist view advocates that we remain ironic at a private level by acknowledging the
context-dependency of any proposition while publicly adopting a common democratic and political

vocabulary. This is characteristic of the liberal ironist, according to Rorty.

Col ebrook outlines two main objections to Rortyds cl
life) and the truth-seeking nature of the metaphysician. Firstly, to speak with irony is to posit another
meaning; hence it cannot avoid being metaphysical. Secondly, with regard to the redescription of
canons, Colebrook points out that ,To use a discourse ironically allows the continued articulation of
that discourse and | e a v #utchdorais anatherscdtio who seeognises thp | ac e . 0

risks of misinterpreting critical repetitive articulations of irony, but she also acknowledges its political

%Hut cheon, #fACircling the Downspout of Empire, o 154.
255 | inda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (New York & London: Routledge,
1988), 4.

2% Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge University Press, 1989), 73.
257 Rorty, Contingency, 107.
258 Colebrook, Irony, 157.
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edge, where one speaks in the language of a restricting canon in order to denounce it or reveal its

violence. This contradiction is vividly present in engagements with critical or postmodern irony.

Susan Dorothea White

A critical interrogation of the past through an ironic revisiting is typical of some postmodernist artistic
practices. The use of imitation through pastiche or parodic references that either satirise or
acknowledge older genres creates temporal distortion, stylistic diversity and a multiplicity of elements.
Helene A. Shugart explores the use of postmodern irony as a subversive rhetorical strategy through an
examination of the painting The First Supper (1988) by Australian artist Susan Dorothea White. Shugart
analyses the technical and thematic points of congruence and divergence between The First Supper
and its rhetorical premise, The Last Supper (1498) by Leonardo da Vinci. Further to this, she explores
how the piece contests the original context and finally, she examines the subversive potential of

postmodern irony.

Based in Sydney, White is a multidisciplinary artist who works with a wide variety of painting, sculpture
and printmaking techniques. The First Supper, 1988 (Fig. 16), an acrylic painting on wood, measures
4'4" x 8'4" and is a modest size in comparison to its ironic referent. The fresco of The Last Supper
captures a familiar religious event in Christianity, Chr i st 6s prophecy of Jthd
crucifixion. Seen as symbolic of the cornerstone of Western Christianity, its paradigmatic patriarchy is
overtly challenged by the presence of women i n Whitebs painting, who
the male disciples and the central figure of Christ. White meticulously reproduces the form, proportions,
facial and physical expressions of the figures. While scaled-down in size from the awe-inspiring original
and revised to acrylic on wood, the smaller, more accessible painting of The First Supper retains the
use of the Fibonacci series that da Vinci is famed to have employed, thus enabling White to achieve a
mathematically and geometrically precise reproduction. The superficial congruencies collapse to reveal
conspicuous incongruences. Apart from the obvious modification to the title and the presence of the
multiracial women, another immediately noticeable alteration in The First Supper is the warm, almost
cheerful light, as opposed to the dark-toned, ominous and melancholy setting of The Last Supper. The

finality of The Last Supper is traded for an optimism in new beginnings.

The 1988 Australian Bicentenni al simeffeétacelebeation d/the
200t anniversary of the arrival of English settler colonisers on Australian shores. With extraordinary
cultural arrogance, the English claimed possession of the land under the European policy of terra
nullius2%®, thus deeming the land uninhabited to justify genocide and territorial expansion. The irony of

the impaired vision of the colonial gaze is indeed intriguing. The rationalisation and legal explanation of

259 On landing in Eastern Australia in 1770, Captain James Cook declared the land unoccupied despite the
presence of native Aboriginal peoples. A case of imperial blindness and the doctrine of terra nullius according to
European international law, allowed Britain to claim ownership of land that had belonged to the natives for
thousands of years prior.
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the colossal theft of land helped appease their own sense of injustice. Such a commemoration,
therefore, is undeniably problematic to indigenous Aboriginals considering that the disease,
disenfranchisement, violence and massacre following colonisation nearly wiped out their own

population.

The central and slightly isolated figure of Christ is replaced by an Aboriginal woman, casually dressed
in a T-Shirt that is adorned with a print of the Aboriginal flag, a pointed affirmation of identity. The sacred
aboriginal land of Uluru is additionally visible through a window behind the group; it is identifiable by its
distinct rock formation. The clusters of figures replacing the apostles around the table are women from
various parts of the world representing the multi-ethnic society that Australia comprises. They are
identifiable by their diverse features and culturally symbolic attire, which are highly detailed, colourful

and individualised, unlike the generic flowing robes, and the homogeneity displayed in the group of

Christdéds male apost | es.n EDpeanorigih gt the @blesianbloré-haiwe st e r

woman in sneakers, who takes the place of da

counterpart, she is interestingly the only one to have processed foods before her, which are rather
distinct from the other natural foods displayed on the table. Shugart suggests that the canned Coca-
Cola and burger placed before her are symbolic

of natural resources. She states that this signifies that the woman, not unlike Judas, embodies treachery

neci

of
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on

and betrayal Afhere in its c¢ol 6% Tha womamrdpresemtsntteu mpt i v e

manipulation of nature as opposed to the other women who seem connected to nature or are in harmony

with it, as plainly indicated by the simple, whole foods before them.

The table is bountifully laden with bread and a colourful array of fruits, vegetables and seafood, in
addition to a centrally placed bright blue emu egg. This abundance is in stark contrast to the sparse
meal before the male disciples symbolising the Christian attributes of abstinence, self-restraint and
asceticism. Feminine energies have long been associated with nature, creation, nourishment and
bounty, while the masculinised spirituality of Christianity calls for frugality, self-denial, sacrifice and
suffering to be indicative of the faith required to attain the path of salvation. We see this embodied in
the dramatic difference between the thin, linear figure of Christ who is fashioned to Eurocentric

conventions of beauty and the dark-skinned, rounded Aboriginal woman. Shugart suggests also that

this fnindicates a clear inversion of the Western

very top and women bel ow, ewskinfed racesnrelegated to thé edaryh er 0,

hi

e
d

bott#®mheé spirituality represented in Whituelkethepai nti nc¢

unattainable divinity represented in da Vincibs wor k.
ofvarying ages, sizes and ethnicities are present at |
%Hel ene A. Shugart, fAPostmodern | r aMesterndaunagafbver si ve Rhetor

Communication 63, no. 4 (1999): 447.
%'Shugart, APostmodern Irony, 0 448.
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version, clear water replaces the glasses of wine, thus decontextualising their ritual association with the
body and blood of Christ.

At first glance, it is easy to be unenthusiastic with regard to the complexity of the postmodern ironic
subversion in Whiteds painting aslTheiLastSumper,jogerturnink e a mer
the frugal nature of Western Christian spirituality, its patriarchal premise and the racial homogeneity
that it represents. However, a slightly deeper analysis promises a more fruitful albeit tricky yield. Apart
from the focus on religion, The First Supper addresses a plurality of issues concerning colonialism,

capitalism, exploitation, Aboriginal land rights, non-western spirituality and cultural diversity.

A multiplicity of meanings may be inferred from those articulated in The First Supper and some of them
even prove to be problematic. For instance, while the women dressed in traditional attire represent the
multi-ethnic configuration of Australian society, most contemporary Australians, irrespective of ethnicity,
may not dress in their cultural attire and might even resent the stereotyping. Another such example is
illustrated by the binary replacement of men with women, whereby other identities on the gender
spectrum remain excluded. Additionally, essentialist notions of women as bountiful, fertile and
connected to the natural world are evoked. In the same way, although Eurocentrism is rejected, the
Aboriginal woman replacing Christ is still centrally placed and isolated from the rest of the figures, thus

echoing the Western Christian hierarchy that it seeks to undermine.

By retaining the inherent structure of its ironic premise (albeit altering and challenging its meaning), The
First Supper runs the risk of reinforcing the language and model of Western Christianity. However, if
the allusion to the original was not established, one could not challenge it in the first place. This is one
of the principal limitations (and the irony) of subversive ironyd that the subversion often takes place in
a mode familiar to its adversary, or the dominant discourse, or the very ideology that it seeks to critique
or subvert. This hegemonic potential coexists with its more positive qualities. For instance, postmodern
irony engenders reflexivity and tends to privilege the viewer. It invites its audience to tease out
complexities; it opens up a context and even provides competing contexts, consequently eliminating
the likelihood of deferring to universality. An audience to whom the irony is unapparent could view The
FirstSupperas a homage to da Vincids masterpiece. A more p

past the apparent congruence that embodies the critical riposte.

Regarding commonalities between traditional and postmodern subversive irony, Shugart marks the
principles of detachment and superiority while identifying some nuanced differences. In the case of
subversiveirony,s he says, fAsuper i 0% 8heyndicatss thatthe specificpaspmodenm . 0
nature of subversive irony tends to invite a predominantly perceptive postmodern audience.

Postmodernirony,s he st ates, fAis highly abstract and esoteric,

%2Shugart, APostmodern Ilrony, 0 452.
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and f r ag n Shugatt states, .that the discernment of the subversive irony present may then
prove to be a confirmation of the audienceds predete
perception of subversive irony and peopl eéadviseddogni ti or
as a person with no prior knowledge of the postmodern could nevertheless have the capacity to perceive

subversive irony if she is accompanied with an understanding of the contexts present.

Depending on varying individual perspectives, the audience could enjoyably manoeuvre through the
contradictory and multiple messages that present themselves for scrutiny. This excursion could also
prove to be cumbersome or cause confusion to a person unaccustomed to such negotiations of
meaning. Some ironies may be more apparent through clear contradictions and hence easier to access,
while others, more intricate and complex. The audience is thus divided into exclusive groups based on
their levels of discernment and/or cohesion with the artist ironist. An artist risking the use of irony must

accept varying levels of engagement from her audiences.

Sherrie Levine

In keeping with the spirit of challenging or reworking canonical works, American photographer, painter,
sculptor and conceptual artist Sherrie Levine, born in 1947, also incorporates this strategy in her
practice. Levine, along with Cindy Sherman and other prominent artists from the late 1970s and 1980s,
are member s ofgenefat®nsf R term inspired bByart historian and critic Douglas Crimp,
who curated a group exhibition in 1977 titled Pictures. The show organised in New York brought
together the works of five artists who exhibited certain shared contemporary sensibilities of that
generation. References to mass media imagery appropriated from magazines, movies, music,
advertising and television were characteristic features. Their choice of media ranged between

photography, video, film and performance.

Levinebés work directly appropriates motifs, i mages al
Ray, Walker Evans and Edgar Degas. Her repertoire exemplifies the tenets of postmodernism and is
notorious for flouting copyright regulations and breaching intellectual property rights. While Duchamp
took mass-produced objects and pronounced them as works of art, Levine further revolutionises the
trajectory of the readymade by taking photographs of existing photographs or making facsimiles of
original sculptures, paintings or illustrations. Through copying and replication, she addresses questions
of authenticity, autonomy, authorship and challenges the aura of the original. Against the setting of a
world saturated with images, these historical referents bring into play our associative abilities and

cultural memory.

Shugart, iPost modern I rony, o 452.

264 pictures from 1977 curated by Douglas Crimp inspired The Pictures Generation, 1974-1984, an exhibition at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2009. It featured thirty artists (in addition to four from the 1977 exhibition)
identified from this timeline by curator Douglas Eklund.
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Post modernism prioritisesvitehwerbeader s, trheaeibwe radlsl oc
transformative potential of meaning. Postmodernists such as French literary theorist and semiotician

Roland Barthes (1915-1980), contested the notion of assigning an original authorial identity to a text, in

his essay of 1967, The Death of the Author. Bart hes states ironically that,
be at the cost of t°5 Ehe nhetaphorical defith df theeautiiou libdrates texd from

the autocracy of t hecamnustehgpuednst liy,t efnitxi eodh smeaanndi ngs and i
series After Walker Evans:; 1-22 of 1981 exhibited at Metro Pictures Gallery, New York, certainly

per f or ms B atiorts bf¢he demiaesoftie author as the imposing source of meaning.266

American photographer and photojournalist Walker Evans (19031 1975) is famous for his documentary
style of photography, showcased in his coverage of the impact of The Great Depression in the United
States. Beginning as a commission to highlight the timely governmental support of rural communities,
Evans eventually abandoned the political agendas of his brief and began recording the tragic plight of
the proletariat. A portrait of Allie Mae Burroughs, the wife of a cotton sharecropper in Alabama, is one
of E ¢ anosts @onic images of the Depression and was reproduced in several books and
newspapers. Resembling the style of a mugshot, Burroughs is set against a weathered wood
backgroundass he st ares pi er ci ngl After WalkeroEvand) #4, 1084 (Fg..17)laevi ne 6 s

photograph of this canonical image, performs an intrinsically ironic act.

Out of the multiple ppworklteert choge éoreaphotographk theoirhagds fraemn s 6
E v a s exliibition catalogue published in 1978. Photography as a medium is inherently referential. It is
already a facsimile of its efeuveonti alubj mage EkEsehberebdn
subject but also his framing of the subject and the reproduction in his catalogue, thus standing on its

own as a novel duplication. Art is valued for its originality, while commaodities are characterised by their
mass-produced nature. By confounding artistic notions of originality, she raises questions on the themes

of capitalism, commercialisation and the commodification of art. Seen through a critical sociological

lens, one could also add the commodification of poverty. Through these series of multiplications,
removed from the original, she presents different copies of the same item within the one image.
Interestingly, she does not simply produce a counterfeit image but affirms the authorial identity of the
original work through her titles while simultaneously decontextualising the representation from its iconic

status.

Levine states, A | l'i ke transgressional boundari es, l eaky di s

monstrosity and per ver2¥itamost seemslas ikshe pmffers a desdriptientofi on . 0

2%5RolandBar t hes, @A The De bnage, Masic, Texh tansAStephen Heatd (New York: Hill and

Wang, 1977), 148.

266 | evine chose twenty-t wo p h ot o gr agnmasy piotires Bflifa dusng the Depression to compose her

series.

%7"Levineds statement in a 1996 Sherie bevieged. ¢lowartl Singgman @eer k, r equo
MIT Press, 2018), 127.
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irony. With Levinebs oeuvr e, ghe tcommadigynis grigeditg ss i nt o
undermined, and the iconicity of the historical referent is fractured and contaminated through
reproduction. Her works also present an excess of stimulating dualisms, original/copy, art/commodity,

absence/presence, before/after, and authentic/counterfeit.

In 1991, Levine cast an edition of six bronze scul p
Fountains after Duchamp. Her Fountain (Buddha), 1996 (Fig. 18) also substitutes the porcelain sheen

of Duchampdés piece of plumbing with gleaming bronze
critics of Duchamp 6 Bountam tokhe tellyiaus imhgerk & a Buddha oh a&cloaked

Madonna. Levine explores the dynamics of remaking a readymade in a material both revered and

familiar to the history of sculpture. By recasting the readymade in the medium of bronze, which requires

traditional skill and involves manual processes, Levine disrupts the common everyday item's

commercially manufactured, utilitarian nature.She subverts the radiatgedturet y of Dt
by casting a common store-b ou g h't item into the realm of high art
materiality. The object now transformed additionally holds material value and not just conceptual value.

In an interview, Levine also notes that the traditional material of bronze automatically imbues the

sculpture with aesthetic credibility, while its highly polished anthropomorphic form even evokes

Brancusi.28 With this re-working of the object, Levine displaces its paternal origins and establishes

herself as its author.

Just as Duchampds e x e radhadice i@ thé selgcboh of @ sommdm ebjeet,rLévinedtss 6
process involves choice too. She exerts her power of artistic selection and ironically chooses
D u ¢ h a nrpudtain to be her common object and muse. Levine deliberately uses only the work of
male artists as a point of departure in her works. She recreates them in order to examine their patriarchal
dominance in the annals of art history. She questions the manufactured structures of power that lead
to the reiteration of select representations in society. The art world of the 70s and 80s predominantly

saw only the work of male artists. Levine, by donning the personas of a rebellious and ironic artist cum

curator, acknowledges the autocratic presence of me n
resultant works now become,i n ef fect, part of a womandngarrhistprer t oi r e,
in a sense. She juxtaposes the value added by Ducham

engages in a play of power.

With regards to her content and subject matter, Levine states, Th@& content is the discomfort that you
feelatthedéjavut hat you experience. The discomfort that you
guite original i s f &%By changirighhe mateuidh ¢f @ tognisedle matifrof ai
eminent artist, the historical referent is conspicuous by the absence of its original formulation but

268 Martha Buskirk and Mignon Nixon, The Duchamp Effect (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996), 179.
paul Ta8heoriefdlLevi ne Pl aFash Aw# 135 (JuPSepl987)T Reprihtedrin,thi Mar-Apr
2007 issue of Flash Art # 253, 117.
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present through its reproduction. Displacement occurs through repetition and an altered context, while
the novel iteration removes it further from its source. The frequent reference to art historical content

suggests that Levineds i devarsed ia ardhisterp. ©Ore thatsis notmightt h at

completely miss the inflexions of irony in this case.

In comparison to the After Walker Evans series, Fountain (Buddha) (Fig.18) displays more distinctions

between original and replica. Appropriation is not uncommon in the history of art and is found in varying

degrees across all periods and genr es odundanrworkss t i

attributed to their masters; even the education of art routinely involves the copies of old masters,
emulating their styles and techniques. Copies are seen in the mimesis of the natural world, homages,
satirical wor ks aQlythpipisan exdnmplke ehose Rbanpositiod and influences can be
traced back to artists of the past, Titian and Giorgione. As noted earlier, it has also inspired future artists

such as Morimura and Cox.

Levinebds work is c¢oncer ndifftrermds and similariies beswvedn prigieat and
reproduction. One might even describe the active space between original and copy by the Duchampian
term, infra-minced the delicate, elusive margin between difference and similarity. By changing the
context, the copy is always made distinct from the original; but the copy is the art object. The copy is
also novel. Levine toes the line between self-actualisation and self-effacement, between admiration and
derision. These contradictions bring to light the structures of signification that are embedded in the

history of representation.

of

i s

pr

bot h

Aut hors of Levineds work have drawn on an assortment

of fetishism, postmodern concepts such as the death of the author, art-historical strategies and
sociological concerns. While these theoretical preoccupations are all valid in the discourse around

Levineds work, they sometimes tend to overshad
t hat Levi neds c haionafintagery sheuldinat pramptpus toreduce her works to merely
another Duchampian critique of the creative act; he urges us also to ponder over her thematic concerns

and delve into the variety of her aesthetic strategies.?”°

Barbara Kruger

The work of American artist Barbara Kruger provides powerful illustrations of the use of word-based
visual irony. Kr uger uses advertising techniqgques to re
while also commenting critically on gender disparities. Appropriating existing photographs, she layers
them with popular idioms and calls attention to the role of media and advertising in contemporary

society. Through a limited palette of black, red and white along with the power of the image and word,

2°Cr ai g Owens, AiSherri e Lsheriiereving ¢d. Howan SiagermandThé MIT Rresd, n
2018), 35.

ow

veal

he

t h
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she critiques consumerist culture, rallies against superficiality and challenges asymmetrical power
structures of gender. Kruger uses several methods to induce ironic contrast in her images, literalisation
or corruption of the idioms employed, contrasts of scale, reversals and strategic juxtapositions of image

and text.

6l tdés a small worl dé is an idiom that we often use t
under unexpected cir dlutiesi{ Ah668sa b maKl ubesetdcianitjut not i
1990 (Fig. 19), she de-contextualises the idiom and employs it literally to refer to a tiny world. The
references to scale are made through the word o6small
enl arges t he waonorasultlg theuygketheavarydng sizes of text. Kruger appropriates an
existing monochromatic image and contrasts it with assertive white captions on a red ground. She
juxtaposes the familiar idiom 61tos adeasimdaliln vaordlidad iwic

smaller font size, deliberately misleading the viewer and ultimately subverting standard associations.

The text t hat r e a d =ferandes thes origgnal prapadition, whiohr i$ ecldoed. The

background assumption of the familiar idiom is challenged by the remainder of the text, which corrupts

its original connotation. Kruger references domestic work and the sexist perception that it is a sort of
prefixed arrangement in a womands maquestioairdgly atthé e . The
audience as if to check for a speck of dirt. The break or pause between reading the larger text and the

small er is crucial to the play of irony. The piece s
then you are confronted by a subtext you did not expect under the circumstances. It involves a carefully

cultivated ambiguity that ultimately requires the viewer to dispel the opacity of the overt message and

deduce the concealed content. The playful usage of scale works as a visual metaphor allowing us to

discern overt from covert communication.

In an interview with Richard Prince in BOMB magazine in 1982, Kruger states that HAPic
seem to become the rallyi ng 29 Har imonis juxfamositions guedtiani n as s u
corresponding assumptions inherent in the associative power of appropriated images and familiar

adages, thus compelling a reinterpretation of them.

2.4 Other Recent Developments in Contemporary Practice

While the terms Modern and Postmodern refer to particular time periods in history, they each also
represent separate art movements that were characterised by certain stylistic criteria and/or

overarching philosophies or goal s. The term 6contemp

Z1Bar bara Kruger and Richar d PBOMBMagazinefiShing 19920 mor r owbés Parti e
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incorporating diverse visual practices, media and concerns that speak of the experience of living in

present times. The enduring state of the O0here and no

The robust alliance of art and irony endures in contemporary practice,?’2 captivating both artists and
their audience in equal measure. Artists employ the power of irony to illuminate a range of subject
matterd social criticisms, economic circumstances, feminist interventions, existential ponderings and
political commentaries. Possessing the potential to induce a range of emotions (that might at times even
diametrically oppose one another), ironic affects can vary wildly from being liberating and cathartic to
intense and aggressive. Thwerbairohyiingotves somplexity amal fayenng r b a | an

in communication, posing challenges for both viewer and artist.

Biljana Scott proposes a method for the viewer to identify and analyse the irony found in the medium of
photography.In t he ar t i lcohyeThéFRbverdsivaPowarafPh ot ogr a p h, $obtt applied 0 4 )

the 6echoic mentiond theory of Dan $asedrahdewordless d Dei dr
visual irony found in photography. The traditional rhetoric-based definition of irony has supposed that

the ironist indicates a figurative (or transliteral) meaning opposite to the literal meaning of an utterance.

Sperber and Wilson suggest alternatively that the ironist mentions the literal meaning and expresses a

certain attitude towad dishedr.y Téret ibewlhaties me ngrimmess b
infer and evaluate verbal ironic meaning and intention. While there is a wide range of utterances that

can be loosely termed as ironical, they propose that the distinction between the use and mention of an

expression can help indicate the presence of irony. As Sperber and Wilson clarify, A USE o f an
expression involves reference to what the expression refers to; MENTION of an expression involves

reference to theé3expression itself. o

Mention of a proposition or opinion rather than use is involved in an ironical utterance. Scott describes

o
—

this distinction with the familiar ironical response to arainyday, 6Lovel y weather i sn
speaker draws attention to the attitude towards the weather rather than the weather itself. Where
mention of the weather rather than use is involved.?’4 Sperber and Wilson believe that the
comprehension of an ironic utterance has to do with t
of mention rather than use, and also recogni z?®ng the
The receiver, therefore, must reconstruct both the literal meaning and the attitude of the speaker

towards it. They suggest that verbal irony should be regarded as a case of echoic mention since irony

is generated through repetition and allusion. An excerpt fromJ a n e A uFrideeamd@=ejudice may

help illustrate this:

212 One could approximately periodise the 1980s onwards as the contemporary art of our times.

’BSperber and Wil sonMeftronyDasdi hbei ysed 303.

2“Bil jana Scott, fAPicturing | rony :VisGtahComninidatiord, il 2004P ower of
36.

2Sperber and Widlthedsae-Me it ronyDiastinction, o 308.
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6You take an eager interest in that gentl emands concer .|
heightened colour.

6Who that knows what his mifefedrithyunasn havertkeesdn,i nc ain mPel
6Hi s misfortunes! o repeated Darcy contemptud®usly, Oyes,

Through the immediate repetition of an utterance, emphasis is laid on ironic construction, conveying a
specific alteration in attitude towards the utterance that is echoed. Mr Darcy echoically mentions the
literal meaning in order to express his disapproval of it. While the example illustrates an explicit type of

echoic mention, Sperber and Wilson acknowledge that varying types and degrees exist; but regardless

of being delayed, immediate, tacit or explicit,t hey mai ntain that it fcrucially

attitudedt hat of the speaker t o?"titeeir ppokdRplevancet(1i986NSparbernt i on e d .
and Wilsonabandon the term émentiondé for the more general t
is that #Airony involves an interpretive relation betyv

ut t er a #&klreteéase of an ironic utterance, the discrepancy between the said and the unsaid
invites the process of interpretation, which involves the decoding and reconstruction of an utterance to

reveal its contextual affiliations or effects.

With regards to the attitude of the speaker, Sperber and Wilson acknowledge that there are no limits to
the varied attitudes and emotions that a speaker may express but that, Thi attitude expressed by an
ironical utterance i s invar i abl P Hucheon shggests thgtthist i ng or
pejorative attitude or feeling that is polemical to the proposition expressed has an evaluative or critical
edge. The English scholar Connop Thirwall in AON t he
emphatic effects and emotion associated with irony: With respect to opinion it implies a conviction so
deep, as to disdain a direct refutation of the opposite party: with respect to feeling, it implies an emotion
S0 strong, as to be able to command itself, and to suppress its natural tone, in order to vent itself with
gr e at e r20 Whle tieeee.ligs an element of pretence in a detached, restrained exterior, there is
often an overwhelming sense of earnestness and conviction underlying the deception. Moreover, there
are instances when an ironist could either be overtly contemptuous or conversely emotionally detached,;
the range fluctuates significantly according to the i
wisdom and stereotypical contexts are often the targets of an ironist who endeavours to devalue,

challenge or subvert dominant representations.

Scott reiterates that it is the recognition of incongruity in the echoic mention that alerts us to the
presence of verbal irony. She endorses its application in the comprehension of visual irony as well.

Incongruous juxtapositions defy our expectations of how we are used to seeing things and contrast

2Quoted in Sperber and MWielnstoinon fADirsotniyn catnido nt,hoe 3Ws7e.
"Sperber and Wil sonMeftronyDiasdi hbei ysed 316.

278 Sperber and Wilson, Relevance, 231.

279 Sperber and Wilson, Relevance, 239.

280Connop Thi rwal |l , @AOn t heThePhiolgical dliseudr@ 1838)c4B4e s , 0
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them with how they are actually being represented. The dominant representation refers to use, while
the subversive alternative refers to mention. Apart from the defining quality of incongruity, Scott
identifies an ideological component and a dissembling component, both also contained within the echoic
mention theory. The ideological component sets up a conflict between reality and associated belief
systems, while the dissembling component refers to the differential awareness between the ironist-cum-
audience and the unwitting victim.281 Scott proceeds to delve into visual irony, looking at both word-

based and wordless visual irony in the medium of photography.

It is curious that one should choose such a contra intuitive mode of expression. Still, ironic strategies
have increasingly been employed in contemporary art through diverse media and continue to prove
effective. A case in point would be the work of the Guerrilla Girls, whose feminist activist politics use
rhetoric and irony to interrogate the curatorial ethics of museums and galleries. Additionally, Banksy
and his satirical street art often exhibit a combination of irony and dark humour. Their anonymity,
coupled with their use of strategic humour, enables them to comment openly on otherwise delicate
issues. These artists provide good examples to which we can apply the echoic-mention theory, as their
repertoire encompasses both word-based and purely visual irony; i n Be

explore situational irony.

Guerrilla Girls

The anonymous all-female collective Guerrilla Girls was formed in New York City in 1985 with a mission

to undermine and expose gender and racial bias in art and society. Using statistical data and the format

of posters and stickers, they employ humour in various ways, beginning first by punning on the word
6guerrill abd. The word o6guerrill ad i s offitialfarimy esdallyas s o me
against an official army or police force. o Making a
whenever making an appearance out in public and also use it as a recurring motif in their works.

Hutcheon talks of the playful function of irony and relates it to humour, wit and compares its positive

articulation to punning and even metaphor. Besides being a creative way of hiding their identity, the

mask protects the anonymity of their message, induces humour and assists in tackling difficult issues.

Moreover, attacking privilege is a dangerous enterprise; both wit and the mask enable them to challenge

conventions and avert a possible backlash.

Their most iconic image Do women have to be naked to get into the Met. Museum?, 1989 (Fig. 20)
poses a sarcastic question to the viewer. The title mocks the genre of the female nude while the image
parodies one of the most revered paintings of the genre, La Grande Odalisque (see Fig. 56) painted in
1814 by Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres. The sensuous and passive monochromatic Ingres nude
sports the signature gorilla mask. Enclosed partially by pink accents, she is pastiched onto a bright

yellow flat background. The statistic in the subtext draws attention to the extensive industry of the

®lScott, APicturing lrony, o 35.
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fetishisation of the female body and its overenthusiastic representation in the Metropolitan Museum of
Art while also laying emphasis on the irony of the inversely dismal inclusion of female artists in the very
same museum. The target of the critical irony here is explicitly the Met. Museum.

With regards to the echoic mention theory and
we can locate the three component items within the poster, an ideological component, a dissembling
component and incongruity. By echoing the trope of the female nude with the rogue addition of a gorilla
mask and an alteration of its context (indicated by the medium and text), the resultant incongruity alerts
viewers to the potential for irony. The dissembling component is found in the differential awareness
between the ironist (Guerrilla Girls)-cum-audience and the target (Met. Museum), oblivious to the irony
within their own hallowed walls. Museums are understood to be inclusive and didactic spaces, but the
conflict between their supposed image and the gendered discrimination manifest in their

representations of artists; poses an ideological conflict, thus exposing the hypocrisy of the institution.

The attitude of ironic irreverence towards the unquestioned authority of institutions and canons comes
to bear a dialectic purpose. It provides grounds for an examination of the implications of the collected

data and promotes the articulation of dialogue and rallies for possible change.

Banksy

London-based contemporary graffiti artist, activist and flmmaker Banksy, is well-known for the ironic
tone that pervades his repertoire of work. Appearing on the streets of cities all over the world, his work
features his signature stencilling technique which sometimes also includes text. Despite his
international success, he retains his anonymity, which is advantageous in his line of work, especially as
it engages in vandalism. Known for his controversial social and political satire, most of his artwork
features incongruous juxtapositions, making it is easy to identify the irony present. His images are

typically irreverent to authority; their messages are often anti-war, anti-establishment and anti-capitalist.

Girl with Balloon (Fig. 21) appeared for the first time in 2002 on the Waterloo Bridge in London as a
stenci l mur al . -leedatworkBthas haa a long Hstoty ef alterations and adjustments,
but our focus will lie on its most recent transformation, rechristened as Love is in the Bin (Fig. 22). The
Contemporary Art Eveni ng Alegan aseamoutime affed.oGirlweghtBgalléos,,
the final lot of the sale, was sold for 1.4 million dollars soon after which an alarm sounded as it began
to self-destruct through a remote-controlled shredder that had been previously installed by the artist
himself into the gilt covered frame.282 Banksy later revealed that his impish plot had not gone to plan,

as he intended for the whole painting to be shredded. Instead, it remains half-shredded into dainty

Scott bs

Londo

2fLatest Banksy Artwork oO6Love i Soitmh etoiyaled Bitohey 11(2018at ed Li ve

https://www.sothebys.com/en/articles/latest-banksy-artwork-love-is-in-the-bin-created-live-at-auction?locale=en.
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tassels, with the upper half remaining intact within its golden frame. The piece is now condemned to a

half-life, its peculiar existential status ironically making it more valuable than ever before.

In an Instagram post on 7t October 2018, Banksy uploads a video revealing his plot and titles it with
thequote, AiThe urge to dest r oyBanksyatribiges it taPicasse lauttheguoteisr g e .
originally ascribed to Russian anarchist theorist Mikhail Bakunin. Anticipating that the painting would
eventually be put up for auction, the video taken reveals Banksy installing a shredder into an elaborate
art nouveau frame. Banksy had chosen a prime and momentous occasion with which to carry out the
situational irony that he had planned methodically since 2006 when he had gifted the painting to a
friend. He brought vandalism and anarchy to the auction house and rebelled against the art market in
one of its most sacred institutions. The moment is littered with ironic elements of subterfuge,
concealment, surprise, attack and self-attack. But as cosmic irony would have it, his meticulous planning
failed, and he had inadvertently created a masterpiece, not under the cloak of night as he would
normally fashion his graffiti but within the walls of a controlled environment and in plain sight. This
particular turn of events is interesting because the situation moves from being intentionally ironic to

unintentionally so.

Irony has been broadly defined as an incongruity between expectation and outcome. Do we not love
that mental jolt to our brains? to be confounded and surprised by an expected outcome? The
momentary confusion and air of indeterminacy at the a
where the audience identified with the true subversive motive behind the events unfolding before their
eyes. Banksy intended to destroy his own creation with the purpose of making a dramatic and ironic

comment on artistic value.

An examination of the sequence of temporal events surrounding the artwork is paramount to
recognising the assortment of ironies involved. I f on
Banksyds plot, one could argue that he first- indulg
destructing mechanism was available only to him. As the shredding device was activated with the touch
of a button, he quietly enjoyed the fruits of his trickery at the expense of his unwitting audience. As the
moment passed, the audience became aware of the Overt Irony playing out before them. The situational
irony stems from the outcome being so radically diff:¢
that the piece would go intact and be preserved into the safe custody of its buyer. The circumstances
proveddoubly i ronic since Banksyds planned destruction hat

elevated artistic value.

One could argue that the ornate, gilded border, framing a canvas recreation of the beloved Girl with
Balloon street graffiti, presents in itself a covert irony, echoically mentioning the original artwork and its
considerably less glamorous surrounding. The famous artwork, recreated, exalted in a golden frame
and put up for auction, could be seen as a symbol of the excessive commaodification of artistic value.
The critical echoic attitude referencing this excess is imperceptible to the oblivious institution-cum-

audience and is only revealed during the subversive moment of self-shredding, which took place soon
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after the bang o mmdr.fitejudapasitioningrofaristidcseatibnaand destruction, and
in this particular case, unintentional re-creation, produces further intriguing contrasts.

Pictures On Walls or (POW) was a website t adf
other street artists. They began in 2003 and shut shop in 2017, citing an interesting reason which is

laced with irony. An excerpt of their statement reads:

€ inevitabl y -dndmangdfeurartistd becameksuccessful. Street Art was welcomed into
mainstream culture with a benign shrug and the art we produced became another tradeable commodity.
Despite attempts at price fixing regrettably some POW prints have become worth tens of thousands of
pounds. Either unable or unwilling to become part of the art market we once so self-righteously
denounced - we called it quits.?83

Studies of irony that are essentially fixed in the rhetorical tradition tend to overlook its psychological
motivations. Frank Stringfellow Jr., in The Meaning of Irony: A Psychoanalytic Investigation, 1994,
provides a psychoanalytic approach to verbal irony and teases out meanings hidden behind ironic
statements. He observes that the impulse to irony originates in an ambivalent attitude towards
mainstream thinking and authority.284 He explains the psychological underpinnings by reflecting on the
power relations between child and adult, metaphorically referring to the ironist and a powerful authority
figure. The child oscillates between the wish to identify with and rebel against the adult. The ironist
reaches a sort of 6compr omi and ®ppobtynisticalty tamrink ifon the

aggression instead of risking open rebellion. Freud explains that these contrary attitudes exist together

t

excl

he

us

au

with neither achieving full expression,t hus resul ting in what psychoanal ysi

formations.?*®*The st atement above seems to recogni se

to be recognised and given its due credit in the art world, but once it became a part of the mainstream

art market, the value of its dissent was compromised. Rathert han continue with

t his

t hi

formation6 t he website decided instead to close down.

Contemporary art continues to employ irony in a variety of ways and for varying purposes. It facilitates
the expression of dissent over past and current social and political issues, gender disparities and
capitalist greed. The tone of the message varies vastly between ambiguous, subtle and overt. They are
not always political in nature either and could simply reflect philosophical musings or approaches to
nature and material. However, the focus of this paper is concerned with the critical facet of irony that
enables it to challenge colonialist bias, authoritarian structures, and western academic paradigms. The

final chapter will explore and examine various artists and artworks that use irony for this critical purpose.

283 fPictures OnWalls, 0 a c c e eber@% 2008; http://www.picturesonwalls.com/. (site discontinued).
284 Frank Stringfellow Jr., The Meaning of Irony: A Psychoanalytic Investigation (Albany, New York: State
University of New York Press, 1994), 134.

285 Stringfellow Jr., The Meaning of Irony, 24, 28.
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CHAPTER THREE

Irony and the Subversion of Colonial Legacies

Manifestations of irony in contemporary art as an anti-colonial or anti-Eurocentric subversive strategy
are large in number and varied in usage. It is hardly possible to present an all-inclusive survey, but this
thesis hopes to offer a modest sample of the variety present. The curation of artists and artworks
presented in this thesis spatially situates the locus of enunciation in the exteriority of those historically
cast as fbot Hérocass bfeselection subverts epistemic hegemony and creates instead, a
pluriversal and inter-epistemic dialogue. The artworks chosen, in their distinctive ways, contribute
towards performing a decolonial move by unravelling the paradoxes or hypocrisies of colonialism and/or
coloniality. The presence of colonial difference, the underlying hypocrisy of dichotomous hierarchies, of
embedded norms and ideals provide a conducive environment to the work/play of irony. The selected
body of work records diverse forms of ironic resistance to the multiple histories and legacies of imperial
domination. This selection of contemporary art could be viewed as a coalition of resistance to the logic
of colonial oppression at the colonial difference from multiple fractured loci. This line from Lugones,
albeitwr i tten in the context of decol oni al feminism, cou
of the starting point as coalitional because the fractured locus is in common, the histories of resistance

at the colonial difference are where we needtodwell, | ear ni ng ab®ut each other. o

Maura Reilly, in her book Curatorial Activism: Towards an Ethics of Curating, celebrates the strategies

of several curators, including Okwui Enwezor and Lucy R. Lippard, that are committed to levelling

hierarchies in the artists that they choose, s he t er ms t hem A&UThiamuh-needéd act i vi
intervention is crucial in countering the hegemonic biases of the art world directed towards those from

the margins, artists who are non-white, non-Euro-US, as well as women-, feminist-, and queer-
ident?#Reet|l gobs final chapter is dedicated to strategi
address Western-centrism, sexism, queer-phobia and systemic racism. My interest as a scholar leans

toward approaches that artists use as strategies of resistance towards Western centrism. Through my

research, | hope to explore the critical nature of irony and how it could lend itself to be an effective tool

of resistance to challenge cultural hegemony and colonialist bias. The compilation of contemporary

artists and artworks hopes to embody the values of curatorial activism by being inclusive and providing

a set of critiques and counterchecks to the naturalised master narrative.

This section will present and analyse contemporary artworks that express through irony, a critical
disposition toward Eurocentric narratives, racism, systemic violence, gender inequality, epistemic

oppression and other enduring effects of colonisation. The ironies found within the artworks chosen are

%) ugones, ifiDecol oni al Feminism, o0 753.

287 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism: Towards an Ethics of Curating (London: Thames & Hudson Ltd, 2018),
21-22.

288 Reilly, Curatorial Activism, 22.
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essentially bred in postcolonial narratives. The artists and artworks discussed in this chapter have been
selected for their strategic use of irony as a means of resistance to the varying kinds of oppression
originating from imperialism. They address issues of race, oppressive systems of control and gender
hierarchies that stem from colonial ideologies. Informed by postcolonial and decolonial theory and
influenced by postmodern subversive practices, we find a synthesis of these stimuli in contemporary
art 6s i-colonal pcactiees.t i

A pertinent question to ask at this juncture might bed Is it inauthentic (and perhaps ironic) to use a
predominantly western linguistic concept such as dronydas a means of confronting coloniality in the
visual arts? A quote from Russian philosopher and literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin might help provide
some perspective on this.
language, for the individual consciousness, lies on the borderline between oneself and the other. The
word in |l anguage is half someone elseds. |t becomes Ao
with his own intention, his own accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic
and expressive intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the word does not exist in a neutral and
impersonal language (it is not, after all, out of a dictionary that the speaker gets his words!), but rather it
exists on other peopleds mouths, impletblsern ngeandli @®is:corni
there that one must take t%#e word, and make it oneds o0
One could argue two kinds of appropriation here, the appropriation of a concept firmly entrenched in
the literary field, displaced and applied instead to the visual arts, and also the appropriation of the
heavily Western theorised concept of irony as an anti-colonial or anti-Eurocentric subversive strategy.
Audre Lordeds cdnmasmiomisd, Gliet mast erds tools wild.l never d
house.0 | h boweévervtehat i n this case, t laporopmatesl inel utifised td ool s mi
hold up to scrutiny the weakness, instability, and inherently wobbly nature of the foundation of the
mast er 6 sLehtotuisneg Lor deds slicantedentrmmirony may mat ohblige toewholly
dismantle, but with some keen exploration, we may discover if it might serve to destabilise or expose

the fissuresofthemast er 6s cl oaked enterprise.

3.1 Global Systems of Circulation

In the colonial era, the autocratic labour histories of production included slavery as a form of labour, a
burden forced up o nWrtgen tiieicommedification af latowr and the coloniality of
labour control, Quijano records that from the very beginning of the colonisation of America, American
Indians were subjected to non-waged manual | abour, while Aslavery, we
Abl acko popul at i on? baimeyuHarhilton Fanis annrncArinton Goads (2013) draws
attention to the widespread ignorance surrounding the ontological conditions of a commodity.?°* The

289 Quoted in the opening of chapter one in The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary
Criticism (1989) by Henry Louis Gates Jr.

2% Quijano, A Col oni al i t y-3®f Power, o 538

291 Jaimey Hamilton Farris, Uncommon Goods: Global Dimensions of the Readymade (Intellect Ltd., 2013), x.
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general populace is largely oblivious to the historical origins of a commodityd where it comes from, the
conditions of its production and how it reaches the hands of a consumer. The global capitalist system
that order s t heandthe ciradlétion of tlee productianard distribution of commaodities
also shapes our encounters with them. Commodities are tied to personal habits; they distinguish our

taste and are intimately involved with the formation of identity.

Fariscontends,iThr ough the aesthetic frame, the commodity e:
embodied, and particular encounter, allowing us as viewers, some entry points into exploring a
material 6s hidden hi st or iAsworks by dirika ShenibareaanddKara Walkart i ons hi |
address these complex histories of production and consumption via aesthetic renderings of the
commodities of textile and sugar, respectively. Both Shonibare and Walker use stereotypes in their
work, playing with them creatively to produce ambivalent feelings as they simultaneously embrace and

confront them.

Yinka Shonibare, Scramble for Africa, 2003 and Mr and Mrs Andrews without Their Heads, 1998.

The prolific British-Nigerian artist Yinka Shonibared provocative works are often politically charged and
revolve around themes of race, class, the complexities of identity, culture and other nuances of the
postcolonial condition. His signature use of Dutch wax textilest o r e pr e s ennetsisf@anbalid c a n
of his condition as a fpostcolonial hybrid,da term he has often used to describe his bicultural heritage.2%2
Shonibare recalls seeing his father, a successful lawyer, dress in European business suits and speak
English during the day. He would, however, change into the relaxed African apparel of a wide-sleeved
gown and spoke Yoruba on coming home.?®® Likewise, Shonibare embraces both cultures and
considers himself a hybrid. He was born in London to Nigerian parents, moved back to Nigeria at the
age of three and returned to the UK to study at art school. During this initial period, he was struck by a
rare disease that resulted in one side of his body being paralysed; despite this, he returned to his studies
in a few years. Owing to his disability, Shonibare employs the help of assistants to produce his works.
His art that abounds in parody, satire and irony reveals a combination of interests in history, literature,

art, science and current affairs, with his personal life featuring in his work as well.

Scramble for Africa, 2003 (Fig. 23) consists of fourteen beheaded life-sized fibreglass mannequins
seated in chairs around a table wearing brightly coloured Dutch wax-printed cotton textiles. The bodies
are bent in discussion, gesturing dramatically over a large map of Africa on the wooden table. The Berlin
Conference of 1884-5, organised by Otto Von Bismarck, inviting thirteen representatives of European

countries and one from the US, disregarded prevailing systems of African sovereignty. Shonibare

292 RachelKent , i Post c oAt Warld, édctobdryNovernber,2@08): 100.
%Robert Hobbs, AYinka Shoni bar e MB¥nkaShdnibareMBE, ect Rachel of Repr e
Kent (Munich; London; New York: Prestel, 2014), 25.
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reimagines in a theatrical manner the Scramble for Africa or the Partition of Africa by the leading

European colonial powers and allows us a glimpse into a scene that took place behind closed doors.

Making a macabre reference to the beheading of the French aristocracy during the French Revolution,

the headless bodies also inspire a clever,ironicpun on t he O6head)nendlesdlystakengds of s
their claims on territories without regard for the people inhabiting them. Shonibared s i n s evaked at i on
multiple temporalities marked not only by the historic setting of the Berlin Conference but also by the

allegorical beheaded mannequins and their present-day fashionable apparel. The lack of a head defies

an explicit identity; however, the rich, multicoloured clothing of the headless colonisers is ironically

suggestive of African identity. Shonibare incongruously juxtaposes the two polar identities of coloniser

and colonisedd the first identified through the historical setting and the other through the African textiles.

This results in a double vision. Comparable to the famous illusion of the fduck-rabbitdimage, we move

back and forth across two dominant interpretations.2% The parodic irony of the installation condenses

two distinct readings, thus enabling us to view a previous reality from a new perspective or setting. It

could be construed as a fictitious historical inversion where power is placed in the hands of the

inhabitants of the land as opposed to being wrenched from it. The sequence of the readings is left open

to the varying predilections of the viewer depending on their comprehension of the many components

of the piece.

The anachronistic scene is further ironised by our misplaced confidence in the authenticity of the

60 Af r i c amh& Dutch wax faltriee o f t en as s o c i a tnesd,oisnessentiallyfakdlonial bya n

product fabricated in the factories of the Dutch and English. As a result of the Dutch East India
Companyds engagements i n t heflndanesid fomahe darlycld’ centuiy,a | congq!
the Dutch merchants had familiarised themselves with the technique of Indonesian batik. Textile

factories in the Netherlands soon developed machine printing processes to imitate the batik technique.

These imitation prints were unsuccessful in the Indonesian batik market but owing to the Dutch trade in

Africa, the multicoloured fabrics were soon in high demand and were quickly assimilated into African

apparel. Shonibare sources these fabrics at the Brixton market in London and uses the ambiguity of the

multi-cultural origins of these O0Africand textiles to ironise the
colonial powers. The comprehension of this coded message contained in the duplicitous material

requires that the spectator possesses prior knowledge of its historicity. Its evasiveness in committing

to a singular signification bestows it with the ironic function of a fence-sitting PROVISIONALITY as we

see in fig. 23.

Trained as a painter in London, Shonibare first began using Dutch wax fabric in the mid-1990s to replace
canvas. In an interview with Anthony Downey, Shonibare reflects on his influences in college in the mid-

1980s.2% Accompl i shed in stildl |l ife and figure drawing,

2% See Wayne C. Booth, A Rhetoricof Irony, page 127,-rambmbi h fidgake and the perce
295 Anthony Downey and Yinka Shonibare, A Yi nka Shoni bar @Wasafir, G@oo4l (2@04)s34a.t i on
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abstraction, which led him to question the authority of the Abstract Expressionists and his own complex
relationship to them. Around this time, several feminist artists began to produce works that challenged
the white-male artist's privilegingandt he not i o nreserfed exgusively fostbis category of
artists. Soaking up these influences, Shonibare responded with Double Dutch (1994) by fragmenting
the grand large-scale format of Abstract Expressionism's predominantly white-male artistic movement
into fifty small Dutch wax printed stretched cotton canvases mounted on a bright pink wall. Shonibare
also observest hat the term 6decoratived was perceived as d
Expressionists' work. However, he clarifies that his generation of artists celebrated the use of popular

culture and decorative expresdighn aad¢ .tbhey chall enged

Art history has been a robust source of subject matter for Shonibare. We see the characteristic use of
t he o0Af r irchisedliertwerkftom 1968, titled Mr and Mrs Andrews Without Their Heads (Fig.
24). He achieves a three-dimensional restaging of the famous painting Mr and Mrs Andrews, ¢.1750
(Fig. 25) by the English painter Thomas Gainsborough. The original double portrait of the married
couple and their hunting dog was combined with an expansive view of the landscape. lllustrative of the
landed gentry of eighteenth-century England, the painting features a couple beneath an oak tree against
a backdrop of fertile land and grazing pastures. Belonging to a social class that owned land, the

farmlands surrounding them indicate their proprietorship and affluence.

I n S h o ndatirig reedian, the couple is ironically displaced, both from their identities preserved
in the traditional oil painting medium and from the backdrop of their land in the iconic image, thus
stripping them of their status and identities as landowners. The absence of the heads of the brown
mannequins serves to erase identity further. Theirdn e ad |l e s s 6 sdntliatedcin thephrasihgsob
the title, iWit hout mdkirgiawittyHefesedce to the fate of the aristocracy during the French
revolution and the ensuing redistribution of land and power. The ASSAILING nature of this satiric
reference also takes on a corrective function with regard to its prescription of change in the
asymmetrical distribution of wealth and power. The elaborate and multi-layered Dutch wax textile, in
which the couple are clothed, functions as a performative sign of African authenticity but is also
simultaneously subversive to notions of fixed identity. It 6 Af r i cthercouplea the one hand and
renders ambiguous their national and ethnic identities. We note the symbolic weight of the fabric as it

performs plural identities, negotiating between social classes and nationalities.

Manthia Diawara notes t h at Shoni baredéds use of t he theaapitalstr i nt dr .

workings of production and consumption in the global era. He writes:

The politics in Shonibareds work | ie hefoenatiominthei s i nt er |
post-colonial era. The wax material is made in Holland and Manchester for African consumption. In this
sense, Shonibareds art provides us with an unlimited r
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|l ogi c of ¢ on s uemep thoughrihe @ax frintis gt produced in Africa, it necessarily
becomes African through consumption.?9¢
Diawara observes that our identities are in fact, constructed through our patterns of consumption. The
batik print textile, bought in London, may inv e n t its exotic O6Africané i mplic
imperialist origins of its production dismiss its own authenticity; it is at once both fake and authentic. By
deploying the stereotype of the wax print and through the ambivalence of its signification, Shonibare
explores new modes of addressing multiple identities in the global world, including Afro-diasporic
identity. | n Shoni bareés wor k, t he st er e somegtlpng whiclvib fixedh i s us
and static, is somehow animated through its irony to move, circulate and mutate as it confronts history

and art history while addressing issues of race, class and identity through its multiplicity of voice.

Shoni bareds wor k s e aassthetis domain withaha paliticadlyschatgédehe remarks:

There is always a sting in my art, something uncomfortable: be it a headless figure or a contradiction
bet ween the Asignso that | am using in a plaandli cul ar wo!
like the contradiction of something that is attractive and repulsive at the same time. The political content
may be abhorrent on one hand, but the way it is expressed is delightful. When people see something
they are attracted to its brightness, and then they realise what they are being dragged into.2%”
Captivating his spectator through the surface qualities of the bright, alluring fabrics, he reels them in for
the deception that awaits, which is embedded in the artifice of its complex signification that they must
then contend with. By means of the ironic medium of Dutch wax textiles, Shonibare expresses the
complexity of postcolonial identity. Whi | e t he col our f ul presence of the
challenges the colonial establishment on the one hand, on the other, it also paradoxically articulates its
own identity as formed through the actions of imperial power and its capitalist objectives. The historical
ambiguity inscribed in its complex double-edged articulation (Fig. 5) marks the volatility of signification
and the risk of attributing singular meaning to this product manufactured by means of the colonial
project, thus activating the COMPLICATING function of irony. The layered signifying power of the ironic
medi um comprises of counterbalanced oppositions escor

which activates a series of interpretations.?%®

A Odoecuobniseci ousnessd® seems inscribed in tcomeeivesmot ol ogy
Adoubdresci ousnesso as an afflictiomonscidd somraesego ttha
American Negro,>®*Henry Louis Gates, Jr. notes alternatively t

release cultural identity from its monolithic confines.3% If anything, he argues, the conservative

accounti mgesosfo itnwdu Boi sbés articulation ought to be r

2% ManthiaDi awara, fAlndependence Cha Ch aYinkalShanibafer Double Dutck,i nka Shon
eds. Jaap Guldemond, Gabriele Mackert and Barbera van Kooij (Rotterdam: Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen;

Kunsthalle Wien; NAi Publishers, 2004), 20.

2 Kent , AfPostcol oni al Hybrid, o 107.

298 Muecke, Irony and the Ironic, 31.

299 Dy Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 3.

300 From the series introduction by Henry Louis Gates, Jr.to Du B o The $osls of Black Folk, xv.
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multiplicity.3°1 The ambiguous and multi-faceted dimensions of the origins of the printed textile
challenges notions of a monolithic culture and identity,t hus br i ngi ng f or €%hthatishe fimonc

in fact inherent in the edifice of an imagined homogeneous culture.

Shoni bare asserts, AThe work needs to be aware of its
p o s t3®@ Art.historian James Elkins identifies factors that could result in unsuccessful political art: Thi

more blatant the message, the less succes s f u | BhRe carltl.icng t he fAdead seri
straightforward earnestness of the Old Masters, Elkins notes a marked shift in the twentieth century

towards the creation of non-literal and ironic artworks, save a few fragmented cases in earlier paintings.

Elkins clarifies that irony should not always be regarded as a sure-fire solution to creating good political

art. lIrony either with serious intent or the flippant kind cannot afford to take refuge in obscurity and be

evasive about political truths. However, he also cautions that straightforward messages that lack irony

or complexity and ambiguity would create overt political slogans and not art.

Shonibare continues to stress that his work fheeds to challenge itself and the fallacy of its own

materials;d0 he $oaysme fian interesting work of 3a8hbnibares awar e

appears to emphasise the need for a self-conscious irony, one that does not advocate a final

vocabulary. It would seem that the fragmented psyche of Du Boisd s met aphor- of fido
consciousness,0 whi ch permeates the postcol econsciollsiranptoedi ti on,

move toward (curdled) psychic integration that preserves tensions. As Rorty would stress, the ironist is

falways aware ofthec ont i ngency and fragility of their3final vo

I rony echoes i n Shoni blkehasbdeen awarded twmhanourd of tHe ©rder of theve | |

British Empire while his work continues to challenge the colonial establishment. Shonibare has received

the distinguished title of MBE (Member of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire), an award

conferred by the British Empire to reward contributions to the arts and sciences. He places the title MBE

after hisname,whi ch he c¢cl aims charges the dynamic ambival ent
country,0 a need to challenge the status quo is coupled with an aspiration to identify with. The
semiotically charged name fAlYVvakaf Sh oompréaisdformddd& o i s e\
andalsoofBhabhats reiteration that under st an@&ehapsdtl oni al

is this public demonstration of a self-conscious irony that enables Shonibare to acknowledge that

oppositional binaries such as coloniser/colonised or bondsman/slave contain each other persistently

and helplessly. As StringfellowJr.obser ves, Airony allows the ironist toc

Anzal dWads term finemantiltad edddrse doed hteh iashkeit weleenrets sps ¥ o hoinc
straddling multiple cultures, which in turn cultivates resilience in its tolerance for ambiguity and contradiction.
302 A term first used by British Indian novelist Salman Rushdie with reference to the notion of cultural hybridity.

3WKent , AfPostcol oni al Hybrid, o 107.
3043 ames EfakuremJwentiéth-Cent ur y Rapublisheéd manoscript, September 2001), PDF file, 9.
dKent , AfPostcol oni al Hybrid,o 107.

306 Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, 74.
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ideas at once and to mean both or all of the m3°%6Shoni bareés work offers
dialogues choosing to play multiple interpretations off of each other, often invalidating a privileged,

singular viewpoint. The disparity between appearances and their connotation is a result of the delightful

the p

paradoxi cal i rony that Slhematehats chalergge thed ovkn significhtioh,ges i n.

producing a playful yet highly political piece that is informative and revelatory but avoids being didactic.

Kara Walker, A Subtlety, 2014.

Shonibare6 sise of irony for anti-colonial expression is performed predominantly via the medium of
Dutch wax fabric supported amply by loaded historic and art-historic references. The dark undertones
of hiswork areoften 6 dr esseddé beneath mul t i plheontrasg A Subttety by
American contemporary artist Kara Elizabeth Walker presents the offensive black mammy stereotype,
her larger-than-life bare body 6 d r e s g sl & codt of sugar. Walker is explicit in her anti-racist
imagery as she employs negative racial stereotypes from the Antebellum South. Now recognised for
her polemical handling of the themes of race, gender, sexuality, identity and slavery, Walker admits that
this was not always the case. During her early years, she was uncomfortable addressing these issues
for fear of her wor k bei ng aekeaperdilhoaettesthatgopfiom doledt .
histories of racism in the Antebellum South, Walker also works with animation, watercolour, projections
and large-scale installations. Her works are rooted in ambiguity and often engage a narrative style.

Some of her characters exhibit visual markers that offer clues of racial stereotypes, while others defy

l ayer ¢

Known

categorisation, l eaving room for ambivalence and mul t

of historical fiction do not shy away from handling difficult content, their narratives continually

challenging viewers with uncomfortable histories.

Wal ker 6 s mo n spadfin piexd descriptivelyeand explicitly titled, At the behest of Creative
Time Kara E. Walker has confected: A Subtlety, or the Marvelous Sugar Baby, an Homage to the unpaid
and overworked Artisans who have refined our Sweet tastes from the cane fields to the Kitchens of the
New World on the Occasion of the demolition of the Domino Sugar Refining Plant (Fig. 26), was

commissioned by the arts organization Creative Time.

Confronting the unpleasant history of sugar, its processing, trade, consumption and its entanglement
with enslaved peoples, Walker presents us with a colossal, white, sugar-coated figure, thirty-five and a
half feet high with the face of the stereotypical black mammy archetype. Towering between two rows of
iron pillars at the far end of the manufacturing plant, the figure reclines in a sphinx-like pose and is
completely nude, save for the typical Aunt Jemima handkerchief knotted over her forehead. Around the
massive figure shaped from polystyrene foam, there are fifteen minor cherubic figures carrying fruits

and baskets (see Fig. 28), measuring about five feet. Some are modelled in dark resin, while others are

307 Stringfellow Jr., The Meaning of Irony, 28.
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made from hard candy that melts slowly in the ambient heat, leaving puddles of dark molten liquid at
their feet.2%® Walker collected some pieces of the disintegrating figures and placed them into the baskets
of the unbroken standing boysd a morbid reminder of the dangerous labour once involved in sugar
production. The figures are reminiscent of the stylised figurines seen in the genre of European
decorative arts of the blackamoor, usually, black males, exoticised and in subservient poses, often
holding bowls, trays or baskets. With its sugar-encrusted interiors replete with dripping molasses on the
walls, the abandoned factory also provided an overpowering olfactory experience for visitors with its

sickly-sweet odour.

The title A Subtlety for the mammoth installation would certainly seem ironic if one were to assume its
connotation synonymous with the delicatemakngtmut ed. H
piece |l ed her to stray upon whiclerefersatalan elabardtelyimodsllecor y of &
confection served at a feast.3%°® This tied together her aesthetic concerns with the site's historical
significance and also enabledt he pun i n t h ©n acountod thekback-breakirtg llalbour
involved in its production, sugar was a luxury product during the medieval period. Cane, an unwieldy
crop, required intensive labour from cultivation to harvest and its final refinement into crystals and
molasses. By means of the transatlantic slave trade beginning around the sixteenth century, enslaved
Africans were exploited to produce sugar, amongst other crucial trade commaodities such as cotton and
tobacco. In this triangular system, slave ships travelled between Britain, the West coast of Africa and
sugar plantations in the Americas. Labelled as dvhite gold,6sugar brought economic prosperity to
America, Britain and other European nations. With low labour costs and increased production, the
transformation of a luxury item into a pantry staple was thus achieved on the backs of the enslaved
populationd men, women and children who worked long hours in harsh conditions under cruel
overseers. The processing of the harvested sugarcane stalks into sugar required labouring in hazardous
environments, working with open furnaces, grinding rollers and boiling liquid in vats, which often

resulted in a fatality or the maiming of limbs.

French Jesuit priests first planted sugar cane in Louisiana in the mid-1700s. With the onset of local
sugar processing, multi-storey sugar warehouses and refineries burgeoned across New York City,
becoming vital to its commerce. Built in the nineteenth century, the Domino Sugar Refinery in Brooklyn
was once the largest and most productive of its time. Walke r 6 s i n st a licorctsiieembodgnd it s
more than just the bitter history of sugar production and slave labour. In conjunction with the human
cost of modernity and progress, Walker places the contemporary issue of the enduring legacies of

slavery and its effect on bodies, memory, women, race, sexuality, wealth and power structures.

308 Rebecca Peabody, Consuming Stories: Kara Walker and the Imagining of American Race (California:
University of California Press, 2016), 155.
309 peabody, Consuming Stories, 159.
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With the ironic use of the black mammy stereotype to pay tribute to enslaved workers, Walker employs
self-deprecating irony as a defensive strategy (see Fig.5), t hus enabl i-PROTECTIdEnYy 6 s SEL
function. Hutcheon reminds us that self-deprecation could also be interpreted as an attempt to render

oneself invulnerable.3!? The stereotype is REINFORCED emphatically, acknowledging the dominant

culture's view in which it was created for the very purpose of dismantling it. Its mammoth size and

associations to the sphinx ironically reconstruct the stereotype into a figure of veneration.

Walker filmed her audience on the last day of the exhibition to document their reactions and interactions

with the sculpture. Some seemed puzzled, a few respec
provocation and indulged in several lewd photosof t hemsel ves explicitly gestur
hypersexualised organs. The sponsoring organisation, Creative Time, endorsed a social media hashtag
#KaraWalkerDomino that encouraged digital engagement. In contrast to the brevity
physical lifespan, its digital life through the circulation of numerous photographs remains preserved for

posterity. The images associated with the tag are catalogued in the Digital Sugar Baby archive and

were the source of much controversy. As Stephanie lasiello notes in her article APhot ograaphi ng
Subtl ety or the Mar v ethesawBenst/elgstagranBhoboy fiom thedyitalfajchive

could be seen as accounts of behaviour symptomatic of prevailing social issues but more important is

their significance as fartifacts that not only document the pervasiveness of systemic inequality, but also

provide information about the way we continue to reproduce it, unwittingly or otherwise.®!! The images

preserve the art along with the embodied experience of its audiences. Walker claims that she was

unsurprised by this irreverent behaviour and that this was part of her strategy to provoke and implicate

the audience, exposing human behaviour and its dark and devious proclivities.

Racialised notions of sexuality have deep roots in the colonial era. Sexual control was foundational to
the colonial project and used as an important tool to demarcate racial boundaries and highlight
asymmetrical power relations between colonisers and their colonised subjects. Colonial validations
through pseudoscience and social Darwinism furthered the imperial narrative of black inferiority and
abetted the dehumanisation of African men and women, consequently justifying their enslavement.
Additionally, the legal policies drafted protected the white man and encouraged the sexual abuse and
exploitation of black women.312 The perpetration of harmful negative ethnographic stereotypes of black
women as inherently sexually promiscuous, primitive beings that lacked agency created a ripe setting

for them to be viewed as a spectacle.

310 Hutcheon,| r ony 6,80. Ed g e

311 Stephanie lasiello,Phot ogr aphing a Subtlety or the Marvelous Sugar
slave Narrative,0Callaloo 40, no. 4 (2017): 20.

S2AnnL.Stoler, AMaking Empire Respectable: The PoeQemturyiColenialof Race
Cu | t uAmerikan &thnologist 16, no. 4 (1989): 641.
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The hyper-sexualisation, commodification and racial fetishisation of the black female body, exemplified
in history by the appalling treatment of Saartjie3'® Baartman, is a telling story of the complex
intersectionality of race, class and gender in a colonial setting. Sara Baartman, a woman from South
Africa, belonging to the Khoikhoi tribe, is believed to have been born around 1789. Widowed by Dutch
colonists at a very young age, she went on to become a domestic servant to a free black trader. Alleged

to have entered into a contract with her employer and an English doctor, Baartman is said to have

agreed to be exhibited on the stages of Engl and anc

steatopygia®!* that resulted in her large buttocks. The validity ofthi s contract and her 6écon

suspect, but the arrangement resulted in her being poked, prodded, caged and examined while being

exhibited in buildings, streets and even at homes for a private audience.

Ni cknamed the Adoh ¢ e nb exdnyingdeby naturalists, anatomists, zoologists and
physiologists who convinced themselves that they were observing the missing link between humans

and animals. Received in Europe with a combination of desire, disgust and fascination, the scandal of

Baart manés 6éhuman exhibitiond continued f ofiveirfBPanse

The objectification of her body continued even after her death when her body was dissected with brain
and genitals preserved hanepar dongusteherskeletonraedra plasterf
cast of her body, were displayed at the Musée de 'Homme (Museum of Man) in Paris till as late as
1974.315 Modern racial fetishisation, often veiled as a complimentary remark, is a troubling legacy of
colonialism and its perpetration of the stereotype of the hyper-sexualised black woman.316 While
slavery, inequality and sexuality form the artwork®& point of departure, Walker claims that the perverse
ways in which people recall and treat collective memories of shared histories, of slavery, of fantasies
and eroticised racial stereotypes are the point of her work. A collaborative photographic work by Renee

Cox and Lyle Ashton Harris also addresses the fetishisation of the black female body.

Titled Hottentot Venus 2000 (Fig. 32) but created antecedently in 1994, Cox stands in profile with her
hands on her hips and head turned to the viewer. She is in the nude except for the metallic appendages
of protruding buttocks and breasts that are tied to her body by delicate white string. Interpictorially
evoking the figure of Sarah Baartman, whose identity was reduced to her sexual parts, Cox and Harris
use ironic hyperbole to emphasise the source of the European fetishistic gaze that came to define black
female sexuality during the nineteenth century.3'” Cox wears visible make-up with her dreadlocks at

shoulder length, her red lipstick matching the colour block of the background. Directly meeting the

S3Al so spelled as 6Sarad or 6Saraho.

314 Refers to an accumulation of excess fatty tissue around the thighs and buttocksd not unusual for women of
the Khokhoi tribe.

35 Sara 6Saar t Siuth AfricBnaHestory @méne, 2@13. https://www.sahistory.org.za/people/sara-
saartjie-baartman.

3%6Caren M. Hol mes, fAThe Colonial Roots of Bldack&eGolRa(R0l&:7-
8.

317 sander L. Gilman, Difference and Pathology: Stereotypes of Sexuality, Race and Madness (Ithaca; London:
Cornel University Press, 1985), 232-5.

year s
6sci e
Fetishi:
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viewer with an unflinching gaze, the insertion of her body into the trope of Western representations of

black female sexuality is redefined by her agency. Harris asserts that he is fAinter
the idea of the body, and aski nyfHarhsandiCoxdybadcktothe peak wi
archive, revisit the body as a site of trauma, and by futuristic redefinition, reclaim the image of the

Hottentot Venus.

In Wa | k énstdlation, too, the steatopygic excesses of the early illustrations of the Hottentot Venus

(see Fig. 29-31) are repeated. A S u b t large brgadts, buttocks and visible vulva provide access to

pleasure (see Fig.27), but also undressed for view, is Otherness, as seen by the white imagination. A

subtlety, served at a medieval banquet, was to be aesthetically admired and then consumed. Wa | ker 6 s
installation suggests the metaphorical feasting of the bl ac

consumer cannibalism, o0 enabling th3% fAwhite consumptic

A Subtlety thrives on contradictions, ambiguities (Fig. 5) and ironies. The mammoth size of the

installation is offset by the ephemerality and impermanence of its materials, quite fitting for a piece

housed within a site slated for demolition. The sugar factory as the venue to pay homage to enslaved

workers is strategically ironic, consi dering the murky history of Amer
dependence on slave labour. The black mammy figure, paradoxically dusted in a monochromatic sugar-

white, appears massive and powerful on the one hand, staring straight ahead as if guarding an ancient

site, while on the other, her nudity and sphinx-like reclining pose make her vulnerable and provocatively

sexual. Her pronounced breasts, buttocks, and genitalia invite a sexualised gaze, but the fingers of her
lethandarec| enched in tohevhdfcihg i ge sitnwree s tobeooffensiveanmdast cul t
the equivalent of giving someone the finger.320 | r o nOPBGSITIONAL function (Fig. 5) is chiefly

activated in the deliberate use of familiar but offensive stereotypes such as the mammy and the

blackamoor, where Walker ironically and subversively partakes in racist language in order to critique

it.

American art critic Thomas McEvilley makesanot e of Wal ker ds politics of amb
pl acement within the postmodern period, Ailn general,
6postmoderni zedd than their elders, which means they

and above all ambiguityd as a way of life, or at least a reasonable way of expressing the meaning of
I i ¥leWhde the installation alludes to stereotypes, they are further reassembled with mythical
references and incongruities, thereby refusing a direct extrapolation of meaning. The inconsistencies

could be misinterpreted as deliberately misleading (Fig. 5) but add complexity to the reading. The

318 Alan Read, The Fact of Blackness: Frantz Fanon and Visual Representation, (London: Seattle: Institute of
Contemporary Arts: Institute of International Visual Arts; Bay Press, 1996), 150.
319 pell hooks and Ebooks Corporation, Black Looks: Race and Representation, new ed. (New York: Routledge,

2015), 30, 31.
320 While considered obscene in some countries, it is perceived by others as a gesture of good luck.
' Thomas McEvilley, APrimitivism in tKar@Wake:rMy €ompldmen Emanci p

My Enemy, My Oppressor, My Love, ed. Philippe Vergne (Minneapolis, MN: Walker Art Center, 2007), 59-60.
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strategy invites the audience into the work with reassuring and identifiable characters but diffuses easy
recognition, drawing viewers deeper into the complexity of the narrative and urging personal reflexivity.
A Subtlety is a multi-layered work using an intersectional approach by addressing themes of power,
race, gender and perpetuated stereotypes.Despi t e being actively political,

delivering a persuasive truth and alternatively takes a dialectical approach.

3.2 Challenging the Archive

Within the first few months of its invention in Europe in 1839, the medium of photography soon made
its appearance in India. Coinciding with the East India Company rule at the time (soon to transfer its
powers to the British Crown), the instrument of photography presented itself to be a tool well-suited to
the rigours of the imperial cataloguing culture, o f collecting and archiving n
encountered through colonial expansion. People, ethnicities, communities and cultures were chronicled
and catalogued, as were flora, fauna and architecture. Anything that was different from the European
norm, @xoticbor Gavaged was to be examined and studied. This identifying of difference and gathering
of information supported colonial surveillance and administration. The photographic practice of

ethnographic archiving became integral to the colonial enterprise.

The genre of ethnographic photography was often clinical, as its primary objective was to classify and
would therefore feature a grid or other measuring devices along with the native in a rigid, impassive
pose. Another facet of the same genre, however, featured models artfully staged with studio
paraphernalia, frequently orientalising or romanticising its figures. It sought to capture a dying past (the
people and/or culture) of the country that was being ushered into the modern colonial presentd with
haste after European contact. Nathaniel Gaskell and Diva Gujral, in Photography in India: A Visual
History from the 1850s to the Present (2018), make an interesting observation regarding the racial
identity of the photographers in the complex society that was Victorian India. They record that there
existed a few urban Indian elites that were also complicitindepi ct i ng t hé2Thimaai veo bo
tragically ironic noted the repetition of strongly internalised colonial ideology engendering the complicity
of the oppressed in their own oppression.

The People of India (1868-75) was an album of photographs created under the patronage of Lord
Canning, who became the first viceroy of British India. The album comprised 486 photographic prints
that were bound into a collection of eight volumes. The collection was formatted to include a portrait or
a group of persons photographed in a studio, haphazardly classified to represent a particular tribe or

caste or sect. The logic of the genre of ethnographic photography was that one individual metonymically

322 Nathaniel Gaskell and Diva Gujral, Photography in India: A Visual History from the 1850s to the Present
(Munich; London; New York: Prestel, 2018), 21.
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served as a specimen for a whole racial group or community. The photograph was then placed

alongside an essentialised textual description of their characteristics and social propensities, thus fixing

the subject for categorical ease. Assumingt h e n aptistine ixtysndunc hangi ng ,6thist her nes

system of representation was built on power, discrimination and organised exploitation.

These kinds of photographic albums were a form of knowledge-gathering and offered European
anthropologists and administrators an index of racially inferior & y p @& gebple. They additionally served
as effective placebos to soothe British colonial anxiety, as they strove to identify the dypeséthat would
be submissive to colonial rule from the ones that were potential troublemakers, the aggressive dypeso
or t he 06iaces.ohwas assumed that social organisation within cultures, customs, habits, races
and their degrees of 6civilisationd, could b

supposedly unbiased eye of the camera.

Pushpamala N. The Ethnographic Series Native Women of South India: Manners & Customs,
2000-2004.

Based in Bangalore in South India, Pushpamala N. (1956- ) began her artistic practice as a formally
trained sculptor. Through her explorations with photography in the 1990s, she eventually found an
interest in the genre of photo-performance, casting herself as a lead character, playing different
personas. Her interest in narration led her to move into photo and video work. She credits her inspiration
for this shift to a series of humorous self-portraits by Bhupen Khakhar (1934-2003), where he
masquerades as James Bond. Inspired by her mother, who staged amateur theatre productions, her
love of costume was cultivated at a young age. Playing the lead model in most of her works, not unlike
Cindy Sherman, she transforms into a variety of characters to create thought-provoking pieces that are
aimed at critiquing society and subverting stereotypes.Pu s h pa mal a 6 s rawhfeomeumeraus
historicald colonial, postcolonial, and art history sources. She uses popular imagery taken from the
visual culture of India, from religious icons to the intriguing plots of Bombay cinema. She bends space

and time with ease by creating fantasies, blending them with real-time and masquerading different eras.

Pushpamala in collaboration with British photographer Clare Arni created a set of 45 black and white
photographs titled The Ethnographic Series Native Women of South India: Manners & Customs (2000-
2004). The sepia-toned images feature Pushpamala as the subject, clothed in an assortment of
costumes and props. She poses, bestowing great care and detail to the various attributes that construct
each stereotyped representation of the native South Indian female identity. Re-enacting images that
were colonially crafted to represent India and its peoples, she explores issues of race, caste and the
excessively imbalanced relationship of power between the coloniser and the colonised. This series that
took over four years to complete did not start as a pseudo-ethnographic venture; however,

Pushpamal ads i ncr emedssegof dassifymg amdsarchiving led sbnge of her work to

take on the flavour of an anthropological study. She r ef er s t o herarmwohikwse @.s

e

a
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Her title reflects the imperial projectdé s t a x 0 n 0o mite dodumentnmpligehosisepeoples. Marked
by their particularities in fmanneroand ftustom,0t hei r o6di fferenced wasfuwmddbDsto
and therefore could be conveniently essentialised into rigid categories. Through the power of the biased
colonial lens, the hegemonic documentation and representation of the Other as primitive, savage and
exotic was established while the women were typically portrayed as passive and submissive. In some
images from the series, the native is depicted in a natural background, while in others, positioned within
a studio setting. The three chosen images (Fig. 33-35) all feature nineteenth-century colonial apparatus
that was used for anthropometric measuring. These devices were used to facilitate standardised

ethnographic documentation.

In the first two images, Pushpamala is set against a black and white chequered backdrop stretching her

right arm out, which is placed over a rod-like measuring apparatus. The tightly stretched canvas of black

and white squares, each measuring two inches, is a grid system similar to the damprey Grid§%

developed by British naval officer Maurice Vidal Portman (18601 1935). The Por tseeainthes gr i d
image explicitly references the obsessive urge of the colonial empire in the nineteenth century to

categorise a typology of the native tribes of the Andaman Islands according to their physiognomies and

racial distinctions.

Portman, the officer in charge of the Andamanese, was a self-fashioned anthropologist. With easy
accessibility to his subject matter, he produced a large body of work consisting of several hundred
photographs of the Andamanese. The mise-en-scéne was constructed, as they featured both in their

inat ur a lamd intha $tudib, aerving P o r t methmaymphic project, rich in imperial scope. Using

grids, callipers and imposing mechanical devices of measurement, Portman indulged in the process of

the ordering of 6 s a v hogliesdPortman enlisted the help of natives to transport his equipment and

even help develop his images. Tabea Cornel, in her essay on Phrenology, notes that scientific authority

believed to be decisively rooted in objective knowledge is more precisely contingent on social processes

and derives more from social negotiations.3?4 Rather than the colonial narrative o f 6 c i theindtives i n g 6
Satadru Sen notes that Portman preferred instead the rhetorico f 6t a mi n g &° Sennetesshatv a g e .
photography and ethnograp hy wer e <cruci al to the practice of 6t al
subjected to the disciplining authority of both camera and callipers in the encounter between coloniser

and savage.

323 Jones H. Lamprey, an assistant secretary to the Journal of the Ethnological Society proposed a system of

measurement that the naked colonial subjects were to be photographed in front ofd a grid of two-inch squares

composed of stretched threads.

%%Tabea Cornel, ASomething Old, Something New, Something Ps
Deferenti al Ref er ences Rraweedirnys oéthedAmericay Phiosophical Sati&y4161, . 4

(December 2017): 324-5.

%satadru Sengdii&a,yva@QieviBl i zed Pl easures: MAmevican Port man and
Ethnologist 36, no. 2 (2009): 365.
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Pushpamala uses P o r t mphotdgmph of a Ta-Keda Woman from the Andaman Islands taken in the
1890s as the ironic premise of one of her images. In mimicking this image, the REINFORCING function
of irony is emphasised in even the replication of minor details such as the disembodied hands at the
edges of the backdrop, which hold the canvas taut for measurement. Pushpamala is clothed in both
images,unl i ke the naked 1t r i be;sheappeaR msteadimahe atre ogpaiToda®fgr ap h s

tribal woman in the first image and is draped in the traditional South Indian sari in the second.

The third image, in black and white, features a disembodied hand holding a calliper measuring
Pushpamal ads cr andisasuggadtivend pheenotogicel measurement. The size of the
brain and cranial capacity were supposedly indications of intellectual prowess. The curved hooks of the
calliper culminate in sharp ends that seem to pierce the top of her head and the flesh of her chin. To
my mind, the curved blades carry associations to the shape of a sickle, an implement commonly used
by farmers in India to harvest or gather their crop. To position this potentially lethal instrument against
her face is not only telling of violence but also evokes a metaphorical6 gat her i ng, 6t aéd f &i s
the purposes of racist deductions. Juxtapose this with the imagery of the Western concept of the Grim

Reaper, and we see a reaping of not just data but of lives and identities.

Science and photography were drafted as aggressive tools to justify violent and invasive procedures.
The biological determinism of the nineteenth century is known to have predominantly targeted racial

minorities, but also, women in particular. In The Second Sex (1949), French philosopher and social

c

theorist Simone De Beauvoir states, i No group ever defines itself as One

up the ot her 33 withaeference to ithe maniwdmam binary in a correlative process of
definition, the man is asserted as the standard human type, while the woman, in contrast, is posited as
the absolute Other. Zuleyma Tang-Martinez writes about the prevalence of scientific sexism and the
interchangeability of oppressed groups who were relegated to the category of the Other. Similar
adjectives were used to describe women and non-white races, and the intelligence of women was
deemed closer to children and savages.3?® Pushpamala, in her role as a South Indian native woman, is

then doubly othered through her identity as both a woman and colonised native.

Appropriating the manner of early ethnographic documentation, the OPPOSITIONAL function of irony
is performed as Pushpamala subverts (Fig. 5) the objectifying colonial gaze by being the one who
actually controls the composition and content of the photographs. Using a deconstructive approach,
she recreates and re-enacts the anthropological objectificationo f t h e # e theveby underminifge r 0
the privileged viewpoint of the West as well as Eurocentric modes of historiography. This altered

perspective (Fig. 5) also challenges the authenticity of the image and the notion of the unbiased eye

%The Todabds are a distinctive ancient tribe of Dravidian
India.

327 Simone De Beauvoir, The Second Sex, (Vintage eBooks, 1949), 26.

328 Zuleyma Tang-Martinez, iSci ent i fi ¢ Obj ect i ¢ihtey OdWodents StadieCloterratompat o f i
Forum 12, no. 3 (1989): 286-7.
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of the camera, and the exalted status of photographic evidence. Altering the state of undress typical of
Portmanoés i mages of shh e@ueshonsd themscientifit relevares pf physical
anthropology and exposes it as a colonial tool for the objectification of native peoples and for the

sanctioning of imperialist and racist discourse.

The ironic gesture here is not simply an inversion of the dichotomies of the coloniser and colonised;
alternatively, it undermines the security of the imperial power of representation over the fother.o It is
important to note, however, that through the ironic mimesis of anthropometric documentation, the
language of colonialism is regrettably still present. Because the condition of its possibility is hecessarily
defined by that which it seeks to subvert, the image may inadvertently replicate the very concepts it
seeks to challenge. Hutcheon notes this limitation of irony and cautions us against the valorisation of
the subversive nature of irony. She notes that ironising and lending quotation marks to authoritative
discourse run the danger of misreading or misapprehension.3?° Nevertheless, in using irony to subvert
a colonial narrative, the allusion to it must be made. The voice of ironic critique is found in, and through

the voice of that, it is in rebellion against.

Hutcheon also simultaneously maintains the value of the aesthetic distance that irony creates from
Western positions of truth; and its critical nature in revealing the fictionality of Western authority over
history. | n P u s h pimitatoh af the manner of ethnographic portraits, however, one struggles to
find discernible incongruities or indicators that signal the presence of irony. The frame of reference is
easily identifiable, but the mimicry lacks the slippage necessary to distinguish its distance from its
referent. The ironic tension between the repetition and its premise is faint, as no major or subtle
alterations, distortions, or recoded meanings are incorporated into the echoic mention. Therefore, our
understanding of irony is largely dependent on identifying Pushpamala in her contemporary
masquerade as a South Indian native subjected to ethnographic documentation and in her role as a

contemporary artist subverting such representations.

Yuki Kihara. A Study of a Samoan Savage, 2015 and Fa'a fafine: In the Manner of a Woman, 2004-
05

P u s h p a nmaethadéfkpastiche, which references early ethnographic photography, is a technique
also explored in the works of Yuki Kihara, who is an interdisciplinary artist and independent curator. Of
Japanese and Samoan heritage, Kihara identifies as f a 6 a f vahfch i;m a&term that refers to a third

gender in Samoan society. Kihara explains:

Fadafafine are an

I us queer minority in
than one gender, or

g e nakscribé thosd whearet iethem i s

[oXNe}

329 Hutcheon, | r o ny 6,202B4 g e

Samoan
al so

u !
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Western context, lesbian, gay, bisexual transgender, intersexed, or queer. F a 6 a f adsb transktes as

Aiin the manner of a woman, o and is often app¥®ied to bi
Her themes address issues of cultural, gender, sexual and diasporic identity, from both a historical and
contemporary perspective. Through photography, perfor
work primarily destabilises the presence of an overarching Eurocentric perspective. Often inspired by
Samoan postcolonial history, her body of work undermines colonial ideology and challenges the

standardised forms of representation of non-western peoples.

Ki har a6 sA SsayrofiaeSamoan Savage (2015), explores the historical role of photography in
aiding and abetting colonial anthropology and, by extension, the colonial gaze. In an incident in 2009
involving the coach of the Super Rugby Auckland-based Blues team, fans implied that the Pacific
Islander ethnicity of the coachwasther eas on f or t h; this tuedled IKibasa tdf addreksuhe e
source of this racial abuse of Samoans. Deftly weaving historical and contemporary concerns, Kiharad s
work highlights the enduring legacies of racially-based colonial interpretations of difference and their
pervasiveness in our collective memory. Employing both photographic and digital media, the subject of
the series is a man, shown to be a manifestation of the Polynesian demi-god and trickster figure, Maui,
who features in a range of creation narratives. Anthropometry and motion photography are the two

overarching themes explored in the series.

A group of images (see Fig. 37-39) demonstrate the wuse of anthropometrtr
unclothed body. Maui, a divine being, performed by Samoan artist John loane, is measured, pinched
and examined as an exotic savage,; his physical di men
skin-tone contrasts not only against a pitch-black background but also against the white tone of the
hands that measure him in iNose Width with Vernier Calipero(Fig. 37), iHead with Pelvimetero(Fig. 38)
and fBicep with Skinfold Caliperd (Fig. 39). The hand clad in the sleeve of a white lab coat is
disembodied by the framing of the photograph, an intruder within the space. The hand holds steel
instruments that glint sharply in the light; their harsh geometry contrasting against the soft flesh of the

organic body is suggestive of threat or harm.

Anthropometry, involving the measurement of the human body, was a tool employed by physical
anthropologists for the purpose of studying physical variations in humans. Callipers and other
specialised instruments were developed to obtain measurements of the various segments of the body.
The length, breadth and circumference of the anatomical face, the width of the nose and the and the

thickness of the skin were all measured and recorded. In the late nineteenth century, these systematic

3B¥0YykiKi hara, AFirst | mpr e GagummsSpiritul daurney, G\duniah;u_ondon;iNew York:
Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco in association with DelMonico Books/ Prestel, 2018), 170. Kihara also
asserts that in her view, the term F a 6 a f deVelopedin response to colonialism and Western methods of
categorisation to differentiate those outside the status quo of the Western cisgender binary.
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measurements contributed to the racialisation of difference, projecting standards and hierarchies with

the European male placed firmly at the summit of the racial ladder.

Anthropometry obliged the legitimation of pseudoscientific theories steeped in eugenic and racist

agendas. The best methods for anthropometric photography were employed in order to turn colonial

natives into objectified specimen.33! Hypervisibility in the colonial display of native bodies is a feature

embedded within the ethnographic tradition as was the resultant paradoxical attribute of invisibility in

real life. They were photographed undressed, measured and reduced to facets of their physicality: a
collection of a series of data to be filed away as 6p
Jay Gould in The Mismeasure of Man (1981) rece x ami nes Mortondés <crani al me a s
conclusions, finding them to be flawed and biased toward proving blacks to be an inferior race. He

recalls the response of a South American leading medical journalon Mo r t o n &\ ofdhe Sauth :

should consider him as our benefactor, for aiding most materially in giving to the negro his true position

as an inferior race.32

Kihara cites American anthropologistLoui s R. Sullivands work as a source
creative rendition. Sullivan was a student of German-born American anthropologist Franz Boas, who is
considered to have been the f at hEssential§ of Amthebgometry, ant hr op
published in 1928, provided a practical guide that was not only directed to the scholarly anthropologist

but also to a less erudite audience of enthusiastic dilettantes. Armchair anthropologists, who varied

from explorers to colonial officials, wer e often enlisted to the cataloguing
for amateurs to be roped in to contribute data to ethnology, a rather ironic practice, displaying
guestionable empiric rigour, consi der i thdlustratoasob sci ent i
essential instruments alongside details of their procurement, advice on the most choice of subjects for

study, tips for photography and much-needed skeletal collections. Sullivan joined the American

Museum of Natural History in 1916, and his study was largely dedicated to Polynesian anthropometry.

With the islands as his racial laboratories, Sullivan was prolific with his measurement of Hawaiians and

cataloguing of the crania that were often plundered from burial grounds.333

Sul | i vaadbobks begins with two photographic illustrations elucidating the proper use of the
spreading calliper and the sliding call iThoaghironibot h of
repetition, the REINFORCING function (Fig. 5) of irony is activated. By mimicking the methods of
anthropometric photography, the absurdity of the premise of scientific objectivity is revealedd the very

di singenuous ways in which the idea of O0raced was sha

331 The introductiontoL o ui s R. ESsertidlsiofvAatirdpsmetry: A Handbook for Explorers and Museum

Collectors (1928) for instance, contains a strong recommendationforseven absol ute measurements t
the relationships of the many physical typeso of the peopl
Pages 13-14.

3%2Quoted on page 69 o fTheMismgabueenf Mara(¥981Eo ul d o6 s

B¥War wick Anderson, ARacial Hybridity, Physical Anthropolog
of the Uni QueeahtAlthrapdlogys53, do. 5 (2012): 99.
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via an unequal relationship between the European researcher and the native subject. The dichotomies
of self/other or the thinking subject from the object that is thought about, or more specifically, the
scientist from the Other, have been essential binaries inscribed in the development of western science.
Additionally, the separation of emotion/intellect in conjunction with subjective/objective has underpinned

the history of science.

AObjectivity, defined as the c onsdrmise, persona frejudieeiong uni nf
belief, is usually considered as the sinequanono f s c i e n cTang-Martinez.?34 Taescategory of
the scientist, believed to be fAincorruptibly objecti
inevitably constituted by fAwhite, upper and mPddl e cl
These characteristics becamer egar ded as the Anormal 0 self, whil e al
The presumptions of racial hierarchy and the inferiority of other races were paradoxically not always
conclusionsof t he Oscienced (as i s gener aldfijsbidsedseedaft r at ed)
motivation. Tang-Martinez argues that studies in pseudo-sciences such as craniometry were
undertaken to ascertain intellectual capacity with the a priori bias of white superiority/non-white
inferiority.336 The ironic fictionality of Ki har adés p h ot candaejehates thediatidnality of the

pseudo-scientific anthropology that it represents.

Ma u i is depicted with the characteristibutlesalsd | | nes s¢
presents an imposing figure. With his shoulder-length dark hair framing his face, Maui seems to have

an aura of defiance about him as he stares piercingly back into the camera, disrupting the colonial gaze.

Could it be an instance of poignant irony that a being as powerful as Maui is shown subjecting himself

as a specimen to be disrobed for a racist science when he could easily overpower his anonymous white
researcher with ease? Or perhapswe bear witness to yet anot WNWhere one of
he is counting on the anthropologist being completely in the dark as to his supernatural ability to shape-

shift, thus rendering his meticulously taken physical readings both ironic and invalid. A victim of

scientific oppression or a trickster figure? Or both?33’A1 | an Rodway 6 snalpdyaptlyeegvesa phi ¢ a
our investigation of the image; h e isoayjisnot mérely a matter of seeing a drueémeaning beneath

a dalse, Hut of seeing a double exposure [é ] on one plate.33® Comparable trickster figures are found

¥4 Tang-Martinez, Scientific Objectivity,o 285.

¥ Tang-Martinez, Stcii wintt-§6,fd c2 8 j ec

¥ Tang-Martinez, Scientific Objectivity, o 288.

337 These questions prompt a parallel analogy. American cultural anthropologist, Margaret Mead (1901-78),

another famous student of Boas, wrote the contentious book Coming of Age in Samoa in 1928. She conducted

pioneering research that examined gender, sexuality and social norms with respect to adolescent girls on the

Samoan islands. A New Zealand anthropologist |living in Sami
findings five years after her death. One of the reasons cited by Freeman was that he believed the Samoan girls

had pulled a prank on Mead. He asserted that they had been
rendering her findings, the consequences of an elaborate hoax . Whi |l e Freemanés assessment h
critiqued, the case points to the contingency of certain anthropological methods. For more informationread i T h e
History of Samoan Sexual Conduct and the Mead-Fr ee man Controversyo by Pa#bsi Shankma
67.

3 AllanR o d waTye, r niis f or Réhaissanceyanddodern Studies 6, no. 1 (1962): 113.
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in the religious and folk literatures of Africa, Asia and North America; their character embodies both
chaos and order and mocks static visions of life and worldly assumptions of structure. Occupying
borders and liminal spaces, the t r i playsteveéasl s [ ust how Al udicrous i
constructed of hierarchies without ironic wholeness. 3 As Al l an J. Ryan notes, the |
in a story al erts the audience to the fact it hat some a

inter pret#¥tion. o

Photography was welcomed as a tool of anthropology from the 1840s onward. In the 1870s,

advancements such as motion capture photography were developed by English photographer

Eadweard Muybridge and French physiologist Etienne-JulesMar ey . Two i mages from Kil
formally, thematically, and t hrough their titl e, refereniNule Duchamg
Descending a Staircase No.2 (Fig. 40)f r om 191 2. The superi mposed for ms

nude in motion were, in turn, jointly inspired by the chronophotography of Marey (which was used in the
study of | ocomoti on) an dWolanyDescendinge Gtairwgyj serteuds éseeser i e s,
Fig.42). Muybridgeds series wafima luobomotisnhaeddatef in 1I9&7tinthen 18 8 7

photo album titled The Human Figure in Motion.

Muybridgebés photo album contains sequenti al i mages o0
as walking, jumping, and catching a ball. In a similar manner,agr oup of photographs fr
series depict the mature, muscular body of Maui performing a range of actions and movements such

as sprinting, walking, leaping and dancing a traditional Samoan danced his movements layered as

successively superimposed images on a single photograph. With a nod to Duchamp, Kihara applies

Mar ey d6s st ylegposorés (seeuHigt 41)p Whide drawing thematically from Muybridge. Her

inspiration reveals a non-linear trace from Duchamp to Marey and Muybridge. One of the photographs

depicts Maui kicking a rugby ball (see Fig. 44). loane, an accomplished artist himself, coincidentally,

comes from a competitive rugby background.

Currently, the use of anthropometry still prevails in a number of sports, where athletes are profiled, their
bodies seen as machines, and their physicality, meant to fulfil a singular purpose. The commaodification
of the Other and of Pacific masculinity in particular is a visible phenomenon in sports such as rugby and
American football. Polynesian men have become international sports commodities and are traded by
teams, clubs and franchises owned by corporates. Peter Horton declares that fPacific Islanders have
become the most prodigious and preval entdowevei c group
there are clear problems with the fetishisation and objectification of a racially defined group being seen

as fexquisite @roducts® and fApri me commodities. o While there is

39 Lawrence E.Sul | i van, #AMultiple Levels of Religious Meaning in
T e x tCanadian Journal of Native Studies 2, no. 2 (1982): 259.

340 Allan J. Ryan, The Trickster Shift: Humour and Irony in Contemporary Native Art (UBC Press, 1999), 9.

341 Mi ¢ h a e | Polyriedian Men a Blobal Sports Commodity,0 Stuff, August 09, 2013,
https://www.stuff.co.nz/sport/8718872/Polynesian-men-a-global-sports-commodity.
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masculinity, the athletes are also subject to exploitation and discrimination.342 Facing family pressures
and the heavy expectations of an entire nation, intense anxiety and even suicides are not uncommon

issues.

I n her ess a}Stodpof K$ama@an Sadage, Mandy Treagus articulates the irony present in
international sports, of the intricate entangling of the colonised savage body with invader-settler nation
identity. She writes:

The morphing of the exoticised, savage body into an exoticised, muscular body becomes part of the
project of the invader-settler nation. Non-white bodies are co-opted in the creation of national identity,
and are disciplined to become the perfect playing machines, bringing glory to the (predominantly) white
nation. In serving the national project, they enforce and endorse its dominant values. Their presence
signals its colonising premised they would not be there without itd while at the same time eliding this
reality.343
Ki harabés images take wus through the abrupt tr
savage to heroic while demonstrating the persistent foregrounding of the corporeal and the contiguous
negation of placing value on aspects other than physical prowess. As Lisa Uperesa observes, the
savage male body was viewed positively only #fi
accrued to the colonial state or economy (as plantations labourers, factory and meat works, military
serviceme n , and today dhepewvtas man) odd of physica
confounded with the implication that O6savagebd

while intellectually inferior.

In the images that foreground the technique of motion-photography, Maui, in chiaroscuro, is bathed in
a graded palette of warm browns against a dark backdrop. fSiva (Dance)o (Fig. 45) features Maui
performing the traditional Samoan dance in a sequence of movements, his body silhouetted against a
rectangular, oppressive black. The framing recalls the nature of human exhibitions, where native
peoples and t heir Oaspdctacle foeconsumptiore Sinsilarly, é/dalkiagdo (Fig. 46)
brings to mind the familiar illustration of the March of Progress or The Road to Homo Sapiens published
in 1965. Endorsing the idea that evolution represents progress, it depicts human evolution over millions
of years fromape-l i ke ancestors to Homo sapiens. Keicho ¢he

idea of progress with the metaphor of lightd as Maui begins his walk from the left side of the frame,

342 A parallel can be drawn to stereotypical representations of black masculinity where black male athletes are
associated with hyper-masculinity. Hall writes about the commaodified bodies of black athletes and the
problematic representations of bl ac kCutuatRegreseniations@anth e
Signifying Practices, pages 223-290. Contemporary artists such as Glenn Ligon have also addressed similar
issues of discrimination in works such as Rumble Young Man Rumble (Version #2), 1993 in collaboration with
Byron Kim and Notes on the Margin of the Black Book (1991i93) , wher e he critiques
problematic fetishising of black bodies in The Black Book first published in 1986.

MandyTreagus, AFrom Anthropometry to Maui YukiXih@a A Study
of a Samoan Savage (Te Uru Waitakere Contemporary Gallery, 2016), 5. Catalogue published on the occasion of
YUKI KIHARA: A Study of a Samoan Savage at Te Uru Waitakere Contemporary Gallery.
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gradually emerging from a soft darkness into brighter light. Does Kihara make an echoic allusion to the
illustration of human evolution by staging Maui as the evolutionary primitive savage? or does she point
to our complicity through this very act of visual determinism? The playful (Fig. 5) ironic subversion here,
provokes a scent of the enduring presence of racialised notions of evolution, forcing us to question our

own fallible internalised preconceptions or world views.

Uncharacteristic of ethnographic photographs, in AWalking 116 (Fig. 47) and fMaui Descending a
Staircase | (After Duchamp)o (see Fig. 43), we see Maui turn back towards the camera in successive
movements, fiercely meeting and confronting the voyeuristic colonial gaze. fMaui Descending a
Staircase Il (After Duchamp)o (Fig. 48) is particularly interesting because in it, Maui, in his final
sequential replication, turns back towards previous iterations of himself. It is almost as if he is coming
to terms with his own past, on the verge of choosing to ascend the stairway and transcend imposed
stereotypes. These aberrant and ironic details of self-reflexivity and self-awareness disturb the secure
foundations of the practice of ethnographic photography that is customarily inscribed with imperial
power. The mimetic device of the camera captures the ostensible likeness of the colonial native but
rather than producing a 6faithfulé |ikeness, the repr
Through re-performance and working within this mode of cultural imaging, Kihara explicitly induces
cognitive dissonance by staging a subversive (Fig. 5) ironic intervention to this method of historical
record. While the series inherently critiques the medium of photography and the myth of its incorruptible

objectivity, Kihara reclaims agency through cultural self-imaging.

The ethnographic practices of colonial society and the obsession with physiognomy and its racial and

eugenic contexts continually rendered the colonised native as the dehumanised object of the colonial

gaze. The myth of scientific objectivity and its evidence-based conclusions rendered blind the

dominating power over representation, concealed behind the mechanical eye of the camera. The

deployment of anthropometric photography to fix types and fit bodies into archives was an inventive

formulation of authority. In the anthropometric style of photography, individuals were positioned in profile

or frontally with specific methods of framing the body against grids, measuring devices or plain

backdrops; the exclusive visibility of the body and its potential scaling was paramount. Meanwhile, other

ethnographic images incorporated aspects such as weapons, personal adornment, ethnic clothing and
architecture to construct aesthetic Oposdnsumptiond st er ec
These preconceived stereotypes were further used to
beliefs in scientific racism, while fetishes and the fascination with native bodies were conveniently

masked under the guise of specialist knowledge and scientific appeal.

Fa'a fafine: In the Manner of a Woman (Fig. 49-52 and 55, 58, 59), a series from 2004-5, evokes the
manner of the nineteenth and early twentieth-century colonial ethnographic photography. Consisting of
a series of seven photographic portraits meticulously staged in a studio environment, Kihara performs
as the principal subject of these images, bringing forth for deliberation stereotyped images of Pacific

Islanders and the fraught history of Western representations of the Pacific. Echoing and ironising the
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manner of ethnographic and commercial photography by the likes of New Zealand photographers
Thomas Andrew (1855-1939), Alfred John Tattersall (1866-1951) and Alfred Henry Burton (1834-1914),
Kihara mimics their exoticist, eroticist and primitivist tones through her sepia-toned images of carefully

posed figures, sometimes partially nude and adorned with stereotypical cultural accessories.

Thomas Andrew, best known for his studio portraits, had lived in Samoa through the turn of the twentieth
century. Tattersall, who went on to live in Samoa for a significant part of his life, also documented the
count ry 6-sraanadisveethkinaavh for his postcard studio portraits of Samoans in traditional attire.
Alfred Burton, in partnership with his brother Walter had established the Burton Brothers (1866-1914),
a photographic studio in Dunedin, New Zealand. The firm grew successful and was popular for covering
the landscapes of New Zealand and portraits of Maori. In 1884, Burton travelled to the South Pacific as
part of the Union Steam Ship Companyés (USSC) inaugur
Tonga in one month, his photographs were in high demand, garnering commercial success with the
added benefit of promoting the tourist ventures of the USSC. While his images have been valued as
6truthful éd ethnographic documentation of indigenous j
current research indicates that their primary purpose in the context of their production was as saleable
commodities.®** As Chri stine Whybrew writes in her thesis o
influenced the selecti on an3f Shenddsthaphe photagtaphe adhecel s ubj ec
to predominant ideologies that continued to persuasively shape the perceptions of both settler and

international audiences.

The paradisical allure of images of partially clothed men and women amongst props and lush tropical
foliage, posed as passive and inviting, functioned well to market Polynesian regions for tourism;
additionally, these images were also circulated as postcard souvenirs. As Caroline Vercoe notes in
fPostcards as Signatures of Placeo( 2 01 3 ) , graphed impge présents an ironic paradox. While
the medium itself suggests absoluteness and authority, on closer inspection what we often see reflected
are the attitudesandpre-condi ti oned bias of the photographer, eff
within a western struct ur é7Todmassivecoutguhof thezearld nineteente r pr et a't
and twentieth centuries of romanticised images of empire display the visual regimes of imperial
propaganda made persuasive through the colonial mastery of imaging and representation. Through
careful selection and omission, photographic technology supported the marketing, advertising and
construction of preferred representations of the col o

and unpolluted beach, the wild yet idyllic waterfall, the muscle-bound, warlike (yet safely dying) warrior

¥5Chri sti ne MaThg Buwim Brbtmees BtudiofiCommerce in Photography and the Marketing of New
Zealand, 1866-1 8 9 @D diss., University of Otago, 2010), 2, http://hdl.handle.net/10523/6829.

346 Whybrew,iThe Burton Brothers Studio, o 2.

347 Caroline Vercoe,i Post cards as Si ArhaadAsiaPaciic 3 ro. 1R1996) 86., 0
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and of course the s en s asoserveddoxpmyide an adsthetic erasuye ofjther |1 o

violence of imperial encounters.

Visual tropes, motifsorc ul t ur al stereotypes of the 6dusky maidenbd
launched into popular imagination,as was the myth of a paradis-i cal prim
enacts these powerful, phantasmatic stereotypes of the nineteenth century, plainly visible in Aitama

Samoa - Samoan Mano(Fig. 50) and fiTeine Samoa - Samoan Womano(Fig. 51). In fUlugali'i Samoa:

Samoan Coupleo(Fig. 52), Kihara performs heterosexual stereotyped identities as she plays the

woman and also unrecognisably masquerades as the man in this double portrait of a married couple.

At the same time, her own identity as f a 6 a fsablvarta the Western gender binary model through

her ironic portrayal of heterosexual identities. Ki har ads i r cDISTANCING furectiom as the

new perspective (Fig. 5) induced through irony refuses to be confined by the restraints of the

dominant heterosexual norm, thus broadening our perspective.

Seen in the context of Ri chard Schechnerdés conceptua
behaviour, the nineteenth-century ethnographic photograph becomes raw material for the making of a
new performance, which Kihara captures as a photograph. Marvin Carlson writing on the concept of
irestoredobehadindedathes process of repetition and the <c
Aforiginal 0 behaviour, however distant or corrupted by
for the r3 Kihamrpaformothe. radles of nineteenth century Samoan natives as seen in
ethnographic photography (a restored time and place) by using visual markers such as cultural

accessories and the studio environment as explicit framing devices.

ThepairinKiharabs I mage are dressed in et hrmiapporbdrkelothTheg, dr ap
man holds a fly whisk and adorns a ulafala, which is a seed necklaced both objects indicate that he is
of high-ranking status. The woman holds a woven leaf fan in her lap and is bare-breasted. Their attire
and accessories act as performative signifiers of Samoan tradition. With tropical greenery to mask the
environment of the studio, the overall staged depiction is that of an otherworldly quaintness. Similar to
the techniques of Thomas Andrew and the Burton Brothers, the figures are photographed head-on, with
the use of ethnographic props and artefacts. In two albumen prints from the Burton Brothers studio from
the 1890s, for instance, titled Types, Samoan Girls (Fig. 53) and Samoan Princesses (Fig. 54), we see
similar elements. The first image displays two bare-breasted Samoan women, draped in siapo, holding
fans, while in the second, a painted backdrop of foliage is noted behind the figures, amply supplemented

by natural living plants with grass and leaves underfoot.

A few subtle elements in flJlugali'i Samoao (see Fig. 52) tend to disrupt the absolute mirroring of an

ethnographic portrait. There is a visible border of a large frame behind the couple at about two-thirds

348 \Vercoe,iPost cards, 0 86.
349 Marvin Carlson, Performance: A Critical Introduction, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2004), 47.
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height from the ground. It is unclear whether the frame belongs to the painted scenery in the background
or is a prop lending spatial division between the couple and the painted scene. Perhaps the frame
ironically alludes to the artifice not only of
to fit a cultural stereotype? Our easy recognition of a common stereotype is inscribed in our way of

knowing the world. The complicity of our habitual modes of cognition is rendered into the spotlight with

awork likeA Ul ugal i.Aino$Sdamoa el ement of interest i s Ki

created by contemporary Samoan artist El a T o éKaikilekgfea who specialises in jewellery and

t

he f

c

har ao:

body adornment, adorns Kiharadés neck. The insertion

fantasy. It is an ironic temporal anomaly veiled into the period imitation.

With the juxtapositioning of an ironic element such as the contemporary neckwear in the photograph,
slippage is made ostensible, marked by the historical circumstance of its making.3%° In this way, (as
Schechner might thoughtfully point out) two temporal frames coexist within the liminal realm of the
performanced a repartee between the restored and the actual time and place. These ironic insertions

of the frame and the contemporary jewellery into the ethnographic setting could be considered as subtle

producers of diffefrance. Consi dered against the backgr ousatdn, of

irony proves to be a strategy to defer and disrupt automatic and indifferent recognition, providing the

means to revive an altered perception of the world.

The woman stares enigmatically into the camera while the man is postured in a more passive stance
with his gaze averted. He embodies the essence of the noble savage, the simple-minded and innocent
primitive man uncorrupted by civilisation. This allegorically represents the primordial man before
expulsion from the Biblical paradise of the Garden of Eden; naked and one with nature, uncorrupted by
sin. Sander L. Gilman, an American literary and cultural historian, well-known for his contributions to
Jewish studies, takes a psychoanalytic approach to examine the history of stereotypes of sexuality,
race and madness in Difference and Pathology (1985). He attributes the formation of a stereotype to
the moment our sense of order is threatened. Difference threatens order. Gilman elaborates that as our
self-image reflects our mental representation of the external world, these internalised representations

are linked to our sense of control.35! He writes, therefore, that when

éthe semrskeerofand control undergoes stress, when

Other, externalizing our loss of control. The Otheristhusst er eot ypedé The #Abado
negative stereotype; the fAgoodo Other becomes t
to become; the latter, that which we fear we cannot achieve.352

Shkl

doubt
internalized world that it has created for itseltf

an

Ot her

he

posi

1

%0For a brief introduction to the concept of Odéostentation, d

Performance, page 36-7. However, | would argue that there lies a subtlety to this manifestation of irony and that
the ironic element would only appear ostentatious to the spectator that might easily perceive the context of the
irony.

351 Gilman, Difference and Pathology, 19.

352 Gilman, Difference and Pathology, 20.
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Embedded within stereotypes are the social and political ideologies which structure our reality; these
tend to shape the qualities assigned to the Other rather than any external reality. Gilman states that
stereotypes are intrinsically protean and can ironically shift from overtly negative to positive valuationsd
from fearing the Other to glorifying them.3%® This quality of fluidity leads Gilman to assert that
stereotypical systems fAare inherently bipolar, o produ
savageo vs nt he>Bhgbha bd eel ishaevrasgtee 0 over this |l ine of thec
observations on racial stereotyping in Black Skin, White Masks. Like Gilman, he too brings out the
curious paradoxes, ironies and impossibility of stereotypical signification. Bhabha writesd A The bl ack i s
both savage (cannibal) and yet the most obedient and dignified of servants (the bearer of food); he is
the embodiment of rampant sexuality and yet innocent as a child; he is mystical, primitive, simple-

minded and yet the mostworldyand accompl i shed liar, and®manipul ator

Ki har abds t r Hiptedplotographs (seedig.i5%, 58, 59), which bears the same title as the
series, uses her own body to disrupt the dusky maiden trope found in colonial portraiture as well as to
challenge the Western notion of a gender binary. Re-enacting exoticised and sexualised
representations of Samoan women, the first image features Kihara partially clothed in a grass skirt,
bare-breasted and reclining on a plush tasselled Victorian chaise lounge, with her body fully turned
towards the viewer. The 8 toga, which is a woven mat of significant cultural value in Samoa, is
positioned as a backdrop and forms a curious contrast to the Victorian furniture. Framing the scene on
either side are lush tropical foliage. Kihara becomes but one more of the exotic objects she is
accompanied by; her long hair is loose and cascades over her shoulder in waves while she stares

directly back at her viewer.

While the term fimai dentdi schoonnifod lesk ytoh er esperxeusaelntfse t he t
Bhabha describes, is the most visible fetish of col on

s ¢ h e faLis@dTaouma, New Zealand writer, film and television director, screenwriter, producer and

founder of Coconet.tv, an online portal that turns the spotlight on Pasifika stories, has written about the

trope of the dusky maiden. She points outthat, A The 6édusky maidendé functions a
colonisation of the Pacific in that she, like our social, economic and religious structures, was shaped to

fit a colonial agenda. She can be seen as a symbolic representation for the land itselfd a guiding beacon

to its fecund &nhTdroufjhethietsteréoypedan pnknbven quantity isgiven &éi denti ty; 0
accessing this identity, a taming of the sag@aghbél and

353 Gilman, Difference and Pathology, 18.

354 Gilman, Difference and Pathology, 27.

355 Bhabha, LOC, 82.

356 Bhabha, LOC, 78.

%7Lisa Taouma, #AGauguin | s D édaoardal of IntdrduleuraleStudies 25N0. 1 RR@0A)a di s e . 0
37.
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possessive pronoun in My Samoan Girlo(Fig. 49), emulates this very sense of colonial proprietorship

over the coy, passive, exotic subject.

Kiharaés |l anguid pose conjures instant associations W
as seen in a host of European artists from Giorgione and Titian to Manet and more. A more analogous
comparison, perhaps, would be the orientalised odalisques of Ingres (see Fig. 56) and Delacroix that
are featured alongside plush fabrics and exotic pro
contemporary par ody of Ma n ©tl & snp Bogizd(sep Figq 4), in a similar vein, ironically
attacks the art historical canon of the white female reclining nude with the insertion of a black body.
While Cox disrupts the trope, Kihara assumes the ethnographic stereotype of her ironic premise.3%8 In
Ki har a0 teeiFig &5, she explicitly performs the style and setting of ethnographic photographs
where the tradition of stereotyped female sexuality is conjoined with the notion of the primitive female
as unchartered territory, untouched but familiar and inviting, primed for sexual conquest. The colonised

woman is doubly 6Othered, 6 with reference to both man

The objectification and exoticisation of Pacific cultures is rampant in the legacy of Paul Gaugui n 6 s
primitivist modernism. As Taussig ironically points out, i Moder ni ty stimul ated pri mi
Wi ping out ®Bauguw midmi paveaet o0 ngs (sedFiglhad)landhis rapresentations n

of the native Other have shaped the European imagination and its perceptions of an idyllic, mythical

world suspended in time. These images endure in contemporary travel brochures, perpetuating the
commodi fication of the O6primitived Other and contin
Stereotypes carry a range of associations and accumulate nuanced meanings as they are perpetuated

and refashioned through history via images, texts and scopic regimes. Taouma notes, however, that

with reference to the dusky maiden trope, paintings from early travels to the Polynesian islands could

be held up against nineteenth-century photographs and contemporary tourist postcards or brochures

with the cliché effectively remaining the same over centuries.3° This phenomenon is reminiscent of

Bhabhaés noti on of atibniofothérnessi n t he represent

The second image of the triptych (see Fig. 58) is identical except that the grass skirt is conspicuously
missing leaving Kihara completely undressed. The paradoxical connotations of the trope of nakedness,
as seen in ethnographic portraiture when compared to
rich with irony. Contemporary historian Philippa Levine observes the curious inconsistencies and
slippages between the O6nudityd of high art and ancien

native photographed without clothes.®%! While a nat i veds | ack of clothing is

358 Only to later disrupt its gendered assumption.

359 Michael T. Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses (New York: Routledge, 1993),

231.

360 Ta 0 u ma , iGauguin |s Dead, o 36.

¥lphilippa Levine, iStates of Undr es s VictoianlSwdies ®0sns.2and t he Co
(Winter, 2008): 216.
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primitiveness, a Osavagebd natur e, the | ack of
European nude of high art often symbolises innocence. The irony is conspicuous in that while the nude
woman in art was once seen as the epitome of pure femininity, the semi-c | a d , Onaked®o
corrupted through her sexuality. The aesthetic and the scientific domain, curiously free of the moral
constraints that Christianity imposed, allowed the male viewer to uninhibitedly indulge his sexual
desires. Through the pervasive mediums of painting and photography, fantasies were circulated as

reality.

Vercoe, mentions in her article i Am My Other, | Am My Self: Encounters with Gauguin in Polynesiad

evol ut

nat i ve

(2013)theprob |l emati ¢ fAipreference for a reading of sexwual r

and white men as gi f?3?2Thisasdikelptp lpeohe resililt of vehat psiychiatrasttCarloC.
Bell (1947-2019) would call the psychopathological condition of a narcissistic personality disorder. Bell
applies a psychoanalytical model to the social phenomena of racist attitudes and lists several key
characteristics of the racist individual. Some of them ared a grandiose sense of self-importance, a

preoccupation with fantasies of power and domination, entitlement, indulgence in interpersonal

exploitation and a compl et e33[Tkecregalonfaniacamfprdasidsyandf or fii n

absurdities of the colonial regime are exposed through their logical contradiction. Stringfellow Jr. asserts

that Al ogi cal contradictiono is ,idvhed et athacket hWehe

with our ironies, we are accusing them, in part, of logical self-c o nt r a &% When Kihara ionically
repeats the ethnographic imagery of colonial visual regimes, the repetition, now detached from the

source of its authority, attacks the absurdity of its premise.

The concoction of male voyeurism and the Occidental, colonial gaze are directed towards the native
female body with the arrogant assumption of its openness to Western penetration; vacuously absent,
is a consideration of reciprocity. A compelling irony presents itself with the third triptych (see Fig. 59),
richer still when seen in conjunction to this egotistical sexual assumption. Kihara, still positioned as the
dusky maiden, reveals her penis, which was deliberately concealed in the previous image so as to make
her body appear as female. The expectations of the Western colonial heterosexual male libidinous gaze
are ironised. The display of not just her body but also her sex and her identity as f a 6 a finahis icomtext
engenders multi-layered discussion. Her performance is not just of culturally constructed identity but is
also a performative simulation of diverse gender identities. This transgresses western binary notions
of sexuality and differentiated gender roles while also parodying and disturbing the naturalisation of the
dusky maiden archetype. The subversion is achieved in the OPPOSITIONAL function of irony (Fig. 5),

as Kihara both conforms to and confronts the ethnic and gender stereotype, undermining it from within.

362 Caroline Vercoe,il Am My Ot her, I Am My Sel f: E mMaostaliamaned New wi t h Gau

Zealand Journal of Art 13, no. 1 (2013): 118.

3CarlC.Bel | , fiRacism: A Symptom of t h douNaofthe NasonasMedical Per sonal i

Association 72, no. 7 (1980): 662.
364 Stringfellow Jr., The Meaning of Irony, 99.
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Judith Butler, who first propounded the theory of the performativity of gender, observed that gendered

identities are formed through a series of performances or repetitive acts that are naturalised over time

to constitute the 6idead of a woman or man. This Onat
of an oorchi Kaehabdbawh triptych parodi etesabstdntidpatdb ni ses,
that role-playing occupies in the construction of gender identity. Butler neatly summarises the nature of

parody and the concept of originalityd fthe parodic repetiton of At he ori ginal o . . .
be nothing other than a parody of the idea of the natural and original.%> Gender identity is therefore

formed through a series of social and political acts that constantly shift and evolve based on a repetition

of behavioural performances that become identifiable as queer, transgender, woman or man. Kihara

uses the integral role-playing aspect of gender to highlight difference and subversively, to eliminate

polarity.

Butler is of the opinion that dugdndered radal, eationatorthats i nt o \
decide what kind of subject we can be, but in being those subjects, in occupying and inhabiting those
norms, in incorporating and performing them, we make use of local options to rearticulate them in order
to revise 3Sicdtural coges typmcally grescribe the gender one is expected to perform. In
Samoa, the influence of Christian missionaries and colonial governments altered native gender roles
and relations. Crimes Ordinance 1961, an act that criminalised males &6im
spaces, demonstrates the effect of colonial laws on traditional Samoan structures of gender. The law
could be used specifically to target f a 6 a 34 Whilsmfea 6 a fidertify asea third gender and have
specific roles in Samoan family and culture, they are often conflated with western understandings of
sexual groups and are categorised using western sexual terminologies such as O6transgend:

6homosexual . 0

In an interview with Katerina M. Teaiwa, Kihara observes with concern that f a 6 a feapfessioreis
regrettably singularly and stereotypically associated with drag.36® While noting the importance of the
performative and subversive aspects of drag,3° which she admits is very much an important part of the
f a 6 a fcanfmunitye Kihara wishes for people to look beyond just this one flamboyant aspect. Pulling
away from simplified western assimilations of this indigenous gender identity, Kihara draws attention to

Faleaitu (house of spirits) or traditional Samoan comedic theatre, where elements of cross-dressing are

365 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990), 41.

%%vVasu Reddy and Judith Butler, ATroubling Genders, Subvert
Agenda: Empowering Women for Gender Equity, no. 62 (2004): 117.

367 The Independent State of Samoa decriminalised this law with a new legislation that came into effect on 1%

May 2013.

¥Katerina M. Teaiwa, AAn Interview wilbtdrisections @endkriasdci pl i nary
Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific, no. 27 (November 2011), para. 6,

http://intersections.anu.edu.au/issue27/kihara.htm.

369 As Butler notes ironically in Bodies That Matter, it seems, drag is a site of a cer
reflects the more general situation of being implicated in the regimes of power by which one is constituted and,
hence, of being implicated in the very regimes of power t h:

subversively to destabilise heterosexual gender norms, it could paradoxically also risk rival application in the
maintenance of those very norms. Such runs the risk of an ironic medium.
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used to present social and political satire. The skits address issues that are usually considered cultural
taboos and use parody, irony and satire to critique the dominant norms of society. Performing
ant hropol ogi cal stereot yprsces aleiithista tkeGrsmesiseokat nfingetici ¢ dr am
medium and confronts the problematic stereotype. Acknowledging the influence of faleaitu in the
subversive play embodied in her series, Ki harabés per

colonial gaze but also reified heterosexist notions of gender.

Kihara, commenting on her artistic process infi Ul ug al i where She Rlm@shopped her head

onto a male body remarks, iThe most ironic thing about this whole
beginwithand yet | had to utilize make up to appear Omas
because | already appe a?%nflueficedby Samcae podt and hoeelist Atbertvi t h . 0
Wendtdéds conceptualisation of the Samoan concept of O

practice but also draws upon it to articulate her mixed ethnic background and her identityasf a6 a®Baf i ne
as occupying the va between men and women. Written in the context of the relationship of va to Samoan

tatau (tattoo), Wendt in his paper Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body (1996), elaborates:

Important to the Samoan view of reality is the concept of Va or Wa in Maori and Japanese. Va is the
space between, the betweenness, not empty space, not space that separates but space that relates,
that holds separate entities and things together in the Unity-that-is-All, the space that is context, giving
meaning to things. The meanings change as the relationships/the contexts change.®"*

While the West conceptualises space as empty, in the pan-Polynesian concept of va, space is

generati ve. I't forms associations, |links and oconnect :
Mahinaand TUv i tka 6O | i have addi ti o nspatidl relatiohs af vau s Kead i t he ws 0 ¢ |
iva (or wa) points to a specific notion of323hesece, nam

points could be construed as people, places or things. This is reminiscent in a way of the interactive,

interstitial space between fixed identities that Bhabha believes can hold difference unaccompanied by

hierarchy: a space for the articulationofc ul t ur al hybridity. Wendt, however,
preferring the term 6blendd instead, as hée®Wendtl s t he
decl ar es t hidybridbhohnettet hew theorists, like Homi Bhabha, have tried to make it post-

colonial still s ma c® BorWehdt, valisea camagnal space of adgdtiationaKihara
perceptively notes, fi | am interracial, intercul tural
meeting pointwhereallt hese factors meet and have a dial®gue, an

S®Eri ka Wolf quotes Kihara in fAShigeyuki Kihara's Fa'a Fafi
Theaterof Cross-c ul t ur al Bacific Arisri@, eor S (2010): 26.

SMAl bert Wendt, i-ColohiedBodyrdNZEPG e Pos't
http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/authors/wendt/tatauing.asp.
2TUvita O Kaodili, fATauhi VU: Nurturi ng ThlecContemporasgoci ospati al

Pacific 17, no. 1 (2005): 89.

373 With reference to the postcolonial body, Wendt describes it as a body that is coming into being, defining itself,

amongst and in conjunction with outside influences that are absorbed and incorporated into the blend of its own

image.

S“Wendt, #fTat a-CGdlonig Bodywe Pos't

Wol f quotes Kihara in fAShigeyuki Kiharads Fada Fafine, o 3
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And with irony at play at every stage of her series, she reveals the protean and multi-faceted nature of
thef a 6 a fpasfcalonia body.

Tejal Shah. fiYou Too Can Touch the Moond Yashoda with Krishna,0 Hijra Fantasy Series, 2006.

Colonially imposed taxonomies of gender, and sexual orientation have led to the replacement and
elision of alternative ways of understanding sexuality. In the late-nineteenth century, the emerging
Indian middle classd formed through the intersection of colonialism, missionary colonial Christianity,
the aspiration for a democratic state and a developing capitalist economy3763 sought to emulate colonial
ideas of modernity and respectability. They, therefore, increasingly reshaped their own notions of

intimacy, morality, conjugal life and gender practices to match those of their colonisers. Spurred by

class dynamics and-clpsed i whiceh ¢ b mp redadeeHihdus thighdogrmp e r

Muslims, wealthy Indian Christians, Sikhs and others, strove to distinguish their class-identity by

mirroring colonial notions of sexual morality and echoed sentiments of shock and revulsion when

di scussing sexual devi ance sohHijratommunites.iimor al 6 s oci

The classificatory authority of the colonial matrix of power has narrowed the scope and understanding
of gender. Jessica Hinchy writes of several factors that made the Hijra community an ungovernable
population to the British. One such aspect was that their gender expression did not fit binary gender
categories. It undermined classification and, in turn, legibility in terms of the Indian population. For
instance, regarding the census of 1871 in colonial India, there were only two gender categories. While
the colonial officials viewed Hijras as men, they self-identified as female,and t her ef or e

6f emal ed Hi jr atm Hwduisng religieus and dreidnt texts have several references to
sexual ambiguity, androgyny and fluid gender roles. For instance, the composite androgynous form of
the Ardhanarishvara (see Fig. 60) embodies both deities Shiva and his consort Parvati or Shakti,
symbolising the union of the male and female principles of Purusha and Prakriti. While queer sexualities
have been accorded a place in Hinduism, it is also known to be deeply patriarchal and casteist. The
current moral legitimacy and hegemony of heterosexuality is a result of the complex confluent layering

of colonial encounters, historical influences, multiple religious faiths and socio-cultural factors.

Several laws in India were inherited from the colonial period. Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code is

one such | aw whose formation dates back to 1861

both

Buggery Act of 1533, which was the countryés first

decriminalised in Britain in the 1960s, under Section 377 in India, one could be imprisoned for ten years

al

n

ci

P

Or

Br

to |'ife and was | iabl e t oesopayhaa fwiemree fcoorn sfi Wremr @tdu riaalg a

3%Surinder S. Jodhka and Aseem Prakash, AThe I ndi an
Economics, 0 (KAS InterBational Reports, 2011): 4
377 Jessica Hinchy, Governing Gender and Sexuality in Colonial India: The Hijra, ¢.1850-1900 (Cambridge
University Press, 2019), 85.

Mi ddl e
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nature.®8 Part of the section essentially criminalised consensual sex between adults of the same sex.
The judicial action surrounding this section of the law oscillated precariously between the High court
and the Supreme Court and between support and opposition. On 6th September 2018, a proud moment
for our judicial system, the Indian Supreme Court deemed part of this draconian law unconstitutional,

and homosexuality was finally decriminalised.

Ironically, several religious leaders from diverse faiths with chronically irreconcilable views expressed
solidarity in response to the abrogation of Section 377 and stated that it was against Indian tradition,
culture, scriptures and nature itself. The violent domination of heterosexual normativity pushes

nonnormative sexual minorities to the fringes of society.

This homophobic and transphobic law has often been used to harass transgender people and strip
them of their rights, particularly in the Hijra community. Historically and presently, Hijras are the most
publicly visible queer community in India. They are MTF transsexuals, recognised by the Supreme Court
as persons of #%The Hndi/Orduwdrd Kijegam ¢ éd ed.s t o a O heastraadp hr odi t e
man or intersex or transgender people. Still, this alone would constitute a reductionist translation, as
there are hosts of cultural traditions associated with the community. Known alternatively as Hijdas,
Aravanis, Kinnars, Jogappas or Thirunangais, in Hindu mythology, Lord Rama is said to have granted
them the power to confer blessings on auspicious occasions. Hence, their traditional occupation
involves singing and dancing, usually at marriages or at the blessing of a newborn child. They receive
customary gifts as well as cash for these ritual performances. However, their historical and
contemporary reality differ radically from their traditional standing in the scriptures. Shunned, harassed,
abused or disowned by their families and peers, they flee to Hijra communities searching for

acceptance. The work of Tejal Shah reclaims such marginalised identities.

Born in 1979, Shah grew up in central Indaandgr aduated with a bacheloros de
from RMIT University, IiNEdelrtsdronnBard Gollege, MY ilv2AGS8.tAdoptivg
a multi-disciplinary practice, their range of media embraces photography, performance, video,
installation and sound. With a personal interest in the LGBTQ+ community, their work is primarily based
on their own experiences of being queer in India. They tackle problematic assumptions of sexuality and
dismantle formulaic narratives introduced, articulated, and standardised in Indian culture through art
history and cinema. By employing irony, fantasy and expressing alternative desires in their work, Shah

attempts to vocalise repressed and marginalised voices.

The Hijra Fantasy series of 2006 by Shah sheds light on culturally and chronically repressed desires; it

emerged from their activist work and close association with the Hijra community of Bangalore and

378 Section 377 IPC.
S®A | andmark ruling in 2014 by the Indian Supreme Court rec
thus acknowledging a separate legal category.
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Mumbai. Exploring the interstitial space between binary categorical notions of gender, the series of
photographs first premiered as part of the multi-media exhibition What Are You? in New York at the
Thomas Erben Gallery in May 2006. Shah, however, was glad to have a showing in their hometown of
Mumbai in September of the same year, where the photographs could be viewed in the cultural context
from which they originated. fiYou Too Can Touch the Moond Yashoda with Krishnao(Fig. 61) features
a transgender named Malini and dramatises her desire to be a mother. Displaying parodic
interpictoriality, the photograph draws its reference from Hindu mythology and the popular imagery of
the divine mother, Yashoda with the infant Lord Krishna. Parodying a painting from the 1890s by the
celebrated artist Raja Ravi Varma (see Fig. 62), the work queers a classical image of mother and child,
thus displaying the OPPOSITIONAL function of irony through its subversion (Fig. 5). In order to
establish context, |l et us first examine the rhetorica

its production.

Born in 1848 to an aristocratic family, Ravi Varma showed a precocious talent from a young age. He
learnt how to paint in the Indian tradition from a palace artist and in the oil painting technique from a
visiting European artist. RaviVarma,k nown as the OFather of Modern | ndi
expertise in Western academic realism that he adapted to traditional Indian themes. His work
appropriated imagery from a wide variety of sources such as photographs from theatre productions and
art journals from England, Germany and France; even his knowledge of human anatomy was primarily
from European prints and art books.38° He then decontextualised the imagery by using it to illustrate
classical Indian mythology, history and religious stories. Thus, the figures do not necessarily resemble

the temple idols fashioned as per Hindu scriptures or their sculptural traditions.

Shah elaborates on their choice of the Ravi Varma painting as a rhetoric premise for the photograph:

The reason | choose Varmads painting as a reference pol
factd and an irony of historyd that the problematic utopian vision infusing these paintings became
embl ematic of coloni al I n d i-fanfasy off Malmius gleatly meandtefunctiont y . Thi s
as a perverse Agueeringo of Ravi Varmads mythol ogical
them.381
As Scott indicates, AAn echoic mention without attenoc
orintert ext ual ity r &%Thequeerindgiobasanttified Imdian religious painting brings about
a shift in perspective (Fig. 5); we hear its ironic tone of voice and note the irreverence and subversion

in the attitudinal change.

partha Mitter, iMechani cal Re pr od u cQontributionsto lddiah he Wor |l d of
Sociology 36, no. 1i 2 (February 2002): 7-8.

381 fiyou Too Can Touch the Moond Yas hoda wi tTejal Bhah, Brboklyam Maseum, accessed November

24, 2019, https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/eascfa/about/feminist_art_base/tejal-shah.

¥s5cott, APicturing lrony, o 52.
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Several taboos surrounding sexual expression and desire in India originate from colonial rule and the
laws formed to enforce Victorian ideas of sexual morality. Colonial law sought to ingrain an order of
succession based on patrilineal descent and procreative sexualities. The gender-diverse identity of the
Hijras and their sexual practices posed a challenge to colonial efforts. Their feminine sartorial choices,
asking for alms, and their animated performances in public spaces undermined colonial efforts to
discipline and spatially control them. The | anguage ¢
6di seased charact er i $igas and sefvednto stigmatiaecaodofurther their sdtial

exclusion.383

Dusky, earthly characters replace the divine, fair-skinned characters set in the landscape of Ravi
Var ma 6 s 0 Malini nasquerades as Yashoda, and the young boy plays the role of Lord Krishna.
Racism and Colourism, which is discrimination based on skin colour, was prevalent in British India,
where lighter skin tones gained privilege in education and employment; and the caste system further
reinforced its dissemination. Light skin is associated with privilege and high status, while dark skin is
associated with socially and economically disadvantaged persons. The photograph features Malini
commanding the c¢hil dowihaeutstteiehed arnotoward & mosrhinghe packgrnound
Bejewelled and draped in a red sari, she looks regal and performs the role of the ideal mother figure
with ease. Yashoda is symbolic of the epitome of motherly love and affection, a role that mainstream
society would vehemently deem unfit for a Hijra. Notions of motherhood are not trans-inclusive, and the
biological determinism of the maternal instinct immediately proscribes its presence in a transwoman.
Shah evokes the paradoxical hierarchies present in the intersectionality between colour, class, caste
and gender in their photograph; the ironic contrast made dramatically apparent in comparison with its
rhetorical premise. The ironic juxtapositioning of Malini with the character of Yashoda, the divine mother,
prompts the audience to delve into the relationship between the two seemingly incongruous elements
that warrant the irony. A Hijra as a mother figure to a little boy presents itself as ironic for multiple
reasons. An understanding of the cultural nuances relating to Hijra communities is essential to locating
ironic intent.

The significance of the castration ritual that some sects of Hijras undergo is associated with renouncing
pleasure and sexuality and achieving the elevated position of a religious ascetic. This renunciation is
said to imbue them with the power to confer fertility on couples seeking to conceive, thus echoing the
attributes of their patron goddess Bahuchara Mata who is the Hindu goddess of both chastity and
fertility. Most hijras are from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and as castration or sex reassignment
surgeries are expensive, several hijras become sex workers in order to support themselves and their
transformations. Although the Supreme Court has directed the government to provide equal opportunity
to Hijra communities, attempts have been tokenistic and have not manifested into tangible economic

and social reforms addressing access to education, employment or healthcare, property inheritance

383 Hinchy, Governing Gender and Sexuality in Colonial India, 46-50.
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and adoption laws. The Transgender Persons Bill of 2019 provides a recent example where Courts
have ignored bill amendments that trans communities have asked for and have retained transphobic
actions like Omedical certificationd to grant
becomes the only available options to Hijra communities, and they are thus ironically associated with

both asceticism and eroticism.

One of the pervasive colonial narratives regarding Hijras typecasts them as kidnappers of young male
children and alleges that they forcibly castrated young boys and adults in order to increase their fold.
Intending to reduce and eventually exterminate Hijras, the Criminal Tribes Act (CTA) of 1871 facilitated
this very purpose. The law painted certain tribes and entire communities as hereditary criminals based
on their religion and the history of their caste occupations. Consequently, Hijras, their livelihood, bodies,

economic and domestic arrangements came under great scrutiny and policing.

6t hi

r

The illustration of Mal i ni 6s de s isubeerts (fFig. d) norchativtee s t he

gender fundamentalism. Despite the noticeable studio set upd with painted backdrop, chair, drapery
and carpeted groundd Shah seems to have captured a genuine moment of interaction between mother
and son, which normalises an otherwise unlikely probability of a Hijra being a mother to a boy child.
How strange that the gendered identity of the flesh and body that holds love for an unparented child is
considered of more import than the love itself that it stores and transmits. An interesting detail is that
Yashoda is not Krishnads biological mot her as
uncle, who planned to slaughter him based on a prophecy. This narrative of Yashodha as an adoptive
mother presents itself as an underlying ironic congruence and adds yet another layer regarding the
biological essentialism of motherhood, which is a patriarchal oppression on women in general but

doubly affects transwomen such as Malini.

It is important to note that through the ironic mimesis of the Ravi Varma painting, notions of class, caste
privilege as well as heteronormative gender are regrettably still present. Hutcheon flags this limitation

of irony and cautions that ironising authoritative discourse runs the danger of misreading, of

mi sapprehension in the communicative space between

the audience.3* Therefore, it might serve to reify the very constructs that it seeks to subvert.

Irony can be seen as exclusionary, limiting its performance for only those who are accustomed to it,
but such an irony includes as well creating a collaboration, a community or complicity between the
ironist and the interpreting audience.®# This AGGREGATIVE function of irony could prove useful,
especially in the context of unequal power, for instance. It could prove inclusive (Fig. 5) in its
representation of a marginalised, underprivileged, disadvantaged cultural group and be used as a

positive, effective tool for the minority who have been perennially excluded from the conversation. An

384 Hutcheon, | r o
385 Hutcheon, | r o

t
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audience equipped to recognise the irony of the piece might savour a deep understanding of the layers

of subversion or transgression as it destabilises heteronormative univocalism.

Viewed through the analytic lens of its irony, we encounter in one image the merged identities of mother
and whore, asexual ascetic and prostitute, along with the complex (Fig. 5) associations between
pleasure, desire, impotence and procreation. By offering alternative perceptions to the dominant
narrative, irony enables us to question not just content but also helps recognise the ability of a voice or

an artistic position to generate multivocal subject positions.

3.3 Curating Irony: Fred Wilson
Fred Wilson. Mining the Museum, 1992-1993.

Contemporary artist Fred Wilson earned his BFA at SUNY Purchase in 1976. Employed as a museum
guard when he was an art student, Wilson went on to work as a freelance museum educator in the
Museum of Natural History and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. In the 1980s, the postcolonial critique
of museums led to the rise of New Museology, resulting in greater awareness of the social and political
role of the museum. The privileging of the history of certain social groups and the exclusivity of
collections were examined. Reflecting the concerns of his time, in 1987, Wilson used his intimate
knowledge of the inner workings of museums to experiment with an unusual curatorial practice for an
exhibition called Rooms with a View: The Struggle between Culture, Content, and the Context of Art,
which presaged the work that he has come to be known for. Experimenting with the works of thirty multi-
ethnic contemporary artists living in New York City, he designed the gallery space to simulate a
mini mali st O6white cubed c onihspirethsalonapage withrotnatesignlatede |, a Vi
pedestals and an ethnographic museum space where objects were grouped and labelled, identifying
t he artwor k6 stitsnmattar. Placind thet worksowithin these three premeditated sections,
Wil son relates that iDepending on the room, the art

authoritative and val u&%Thiewas & turning pant in ltis adistidtrajectorye i gn. o

when he went from making monument al, outdoor scul ptu
museum installations, 0 which focussed on the effects
culture.

Born in the Bronx to a Caribbean Indian mother and an African American father, Wilson credits the
influence of his parents and his mixed ancestry in the development of his artistic practice. Living and

working in New York, he uses the museum as raw material for his installations to encourage critical

38 | eslie King-Ha mmond, AA Conver sat i blininguhe Museufd:rAe IdstaNsiioh lsyéred 0 i n
Wilson, ed. Lisa G. Corrin (New York: New Press), 31.
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dialogue that interrogates the inherently colonial environment of the museum and its relationship with

people of colour. Satire and irony thrive in his clever juxtapositions and staged narratives.

The Contemporary, an innovative museum of a peripatetic nature, based in Baltimore, Maryland,
collaborated with Wilson to create Mining the Museum. When asked to choose to work with a collection
in any institution, Wilson picked the Maryland Historical Society, and the exhibition was presented from
April 1992 to February 1993. These two cultural institutions of Baltimore, antithetical in the most obvious
wayd one the oldest most traditional iteration of the museum in Baltimore and the other, a new and
experimental oned worked in collaboration with the artist to realise not only an overwhelming response
from the community but also a perspectival transformation of the role of museums in interpreting

histories and representing cultures.

Wil sonés 6miningd of the mus e untavatiorvaod exaenthatidniofehei nt en s i
extensive archival collection of the Maryland Historical Society, which subsequently led to the

unearthing of narratives and objects that had been marginalised or routinely repressed by the museum

for their controversial nature. Delving also into the history of the institution and its community, Wilson

shaped his approach to highlight minority histories hitherto rendered invisible. The collections of the

Maryl and Historical Soci ety, si mhistodcal societiestestaplishedne r i ¢ an
soon after the American Revolution, were amassed by amateur naturalists and historians from affluent
families with the narrative focussed on honouring Ma
its cultural elite. As curator Lisa G. Corrin notes, portraits of these prominent personalities, their diaries

and maps along with Greek vases, models of ships, seashells and other phenomena of the natural

worl d, reflected fAa Agent | e mad Banfully appdremtrwersthedargelf t he an
inadequate references to African American experience with all but two vitrines dedicated to jazz pianist

and composer Eubie Blake. With no references to the significant impact of the civil rights riots on the

city of Baltimore, information on native populations and slavery featured deficiently in a teaching

section.388

Dutch cultural theorist Mieke Bal writes t h a t Amuseums belong to an era of
a mb i t3% With a tmajority of its collection forged through colonial ventures and territorial conquest,
she identifies the institutionbés unease in staying re
i tsel f, l eading inevitably to its Thadoublefunctonaditheus as a
museum as display of its own status and history (its meta- function), as well as of its enduring cognitive
educational vocation (its object-function), requires the absorption in the display of that critical
c onsci o d%Tovwasdshe énd of the 1980s, the discourse of New Museology raised deliberations

around the acquisition of material objects, their interpretation and the prevailing modes of presentation,

% Lisa G. Corrin, AMining the Museum: Artists Mnngpthe at Museu
Museum: An Installation by Fred Wilson, ed. Lisa G. Corrin (New York: New Press), 11.

Corrin, iMining the Museum, o0 12.

Bal, Mieke, #fATel |l i n gCriticalhnguimnilg, go. 3 (BB 660.ng Of f , 0

0Bal , ATelling, Showing, o 562.
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which often exclusively reflected the interests of particular social and racial groups. The role of the
museum in society, its presumed neutrality and its status as an authoritative cultural institution were
critiqued and challenged. The museum was thus pressured to engage in critical reflection, to

acknowledge and reflect on its ideological position and the problematic foundations of its colonial past.

Wilson embarked on a collaboration with The Maryland Historical Society, which would ultimately
deconstruct the ideological edifice of the museum. On his choice of the museum in Maryland, Wilson
paradoxically states that Ail't was the perfect kind o
antithetical t o my e feund harself feaing allmnaedamongst the many very
AAmericand objects and ushagk his drtiste re§pensel Thenggountd culegof o pel an
the agreement between the artist and the institution required the museum to grant the artist full access
and relinquish its power and vision for its own collectionst o accommodate Wil sonds rec
became a member of the project staff, shifting between multiple roles as archivist, trustee and curator.3%?
His unfettered O6minilngndg |exdp It or atni ad mofs tt tye airn,st i t ut i |
which unearthed objects that had either been forgotten by the museum or ones that it wished to forget

about, such as a Ku Klux Klan hood and slave shackles.

The audience at the museum first encounter a video playing in the lobby featuring a dreamlike sequence

of Wilson at the museum, whichhest at es is a pl ace fwh®¥idnghewmdeg, hehi ng car
narrates a dream that occurred to him the previous night where he envisions the collections of the

Maryland Historical Society, but with a difference. Wilson comically gazes in contemplation at the

paintings and runs about the museum as if in confusion; this pose of naiveté is a feature that

characterises an ironist. While denying competence and knowledge, he uses self-deprecation, making

himself a victim of his own irony, as his voice urges the audience to expect the unexpected, to think

and to feel.®** Stringfellow writes aboutthe self-di r ect ed qual ity of irony and t
affords the ironist defence against a counterattack. Wi | s seflf-8eprecating irony (Fig. 5) could have

been used defensively to protect his presence as a person of a colour directing the audience in a chiefly

Eurocentric institution, thus performing the SELF-PROTECTIVE function of irony. | read into this a little

di fferently however, I beli eve Wil sonabssallawadthimaa t er i ng
align himself with the layman visitor or even the regular museum-goer who mi ght be dédunaw
bias embedded into collections and their patterns of display, or their own for that matter. The posed

confusion and contemplation helps to alert the visitor to the possibility of questioning the status quo,

while the comicality serves to de-sanctify the authority of the museum environment to facilitate and set

the stage for such an intervention.

391 King-Ha mmo n d , AfA Conversation with Fred Wilson, o0 32.
3 2Corrin, iMining the Museum, o0 12.
3\MCorrin, iMining the Museum, o0 13.

394 gtringfellow Jr., The Meaning of Irony, 20-1.
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Wilson envisions the video as a mediating device, to clarify to the public that this was his vision of the
museum and also, so they might strategically recognise that he was a person of colour, in an institution
with a historically exclusive Eurocentric bias, visible not only through its collections but in its
administration as well.3% The comical format also contrasts with the solemnity of the museum space
and primes the visitor (before the exhibition on the third floor) to guess that something unusual was

happening at the traditional site. A sudden departure from the expected provides clues to the detection

of irony.
The use of irony as a tool in exhibition praxis promises to temper the inclination to be overly constructive
(metaphor), overly reductive (metonymyy), or overly simplistic (synecdoche). Ironic representations in
museums, as some suggest, may recognize the intrinsic differences and contradictions which
compromise their own positions.3%6
A large part of the irony in Wi lsonbs work stems fr ol

museum culture within the very same site of the historical museum. The irony is further amplified as he
uses its historic collections as his palette of ready-mades, with stylistic influence taken from the
museumbés conventional met hods of display. Wi lsonds <cc
in museums complements his artistic practice. Wilson argues for the significant distinction between his
installations being perceived as art rather than as a traditionally curated exhibition:
Having worked as both a curator and an artist, there is a big difference between the two. With curating,
the whole notion of irony is not involved, often for good reasond because the public in the museum
space often expects some form of universal truth or knowledge, a notion | hold suspect.3%7
Using the traditional tools of curation to create his subversive installations, he provokes the customarily
passive observers at a museum, persuading them to interrogate the veracity of truth-narratives

dispersed via the authority of the institution.

Dividing the third floor of the museum into sections broadly based on themes, Wilson labels areas as
i Malwork 1793-1 880, 0 fiModes ofl9TI0Nanamadr AiCADT-M®EG Gadk i migr rLBr2i0r
the clinical compartmentalisation of museums and keeping to the temporal dictates of chronology in his
labelling. However, the exhibits display anything but a sanitised denial of history; for example, the
di splay innocently I|I-B®&&0d edodtMaeitmsd wolhé& d4T7OBKking juxtz:
hollowware with iron slave shackles (see Fig. 63). A towering collection of gleaming pitchers, cups and
chalices evoking an almost sacramental Christian aesthetic surround the lone prostrate pair of rusty
manacles. The intricately patterned Baltimore repoussé speaks of a lifestyle of luxury, but the ironic
presence of the shackles speaks to the fact that the air of opulence was firmly tied and dependent on

servitude and enslavement.

SBAArtist Fred Wil son i nn-ResidenceGesrgetCisabedMamiandhnsti@ie Callége aof
Art, May 19, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iSKTbwYVM®6g.

3% Bettina Messias Carbonell, Museum Studies: An Anthology of Contexts, 2nd ed. (Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 9.
397 Buskirk and Nixon, The Duchamp Effect, 187.
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The | ogic of Wilsonds unusual taxonomical arrangement
in plain sight. Both types of objects, contrasting highly through their surface texturesd ornate and
unadorned, lustrous and corrodedd f i t neatly under the thematic of @iMet
Berlin astutely observes that @AThe fine dAmndricaer Vvesse
experience as they are of the European-American one, and the shackle is as much a part of the
European-American story as it is a part of the African-A me r i ¢ a #® Withine traditional pattern of

arrangement in the museum, the history of the silverware would be tamed by its categorical separation

from the shackles; the degree of the coalescing histories of the objects are revealed through their joint
occupation of the display." ét hose who possess both power and the caf
for the pur pos e sLugores.’¥ the ironiodgrouping of the object follows curdled logic;

the intertwining of classes of people and their histories urge the audiences to make connections

between seemingly unrelated objects, ultimately pushing toward a more transparent understanding of

social realities.

The rooms, roughly themed, also exhibited an emotional sequence through their coloured walls in
impersonal greys, imperial greens and violent reds. In the first room, the visitors are confronted with a
silver-plated copper trophyi n t he form of a gl obe, with the word ATI
letters over the polished sphere (see Fig. 64). Standing tall on an acrylic mount, it is flanked by three
pedestals each on either side (see Fig. 65). Two classic fluted Doric column plinths feature amongst
the group to its left, with busts of Henry Clay, Napoleon Bonaparte and Andrew Jackson. This group of
white pedestals and busts is in prominent contrast to the other assembly of black pedestals that remain
unoccupied, bearing only brass nameplates of Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass and Benjamin
Banneker. These leading abolitionists were not only prominent African American figures, but their
accomplishments should have also ideally stirred local pride as Marylanders; however, their presences
remained conspicuously unacknowledged at the local museum.4% They are invoked by the nameplate,
but their absence underscores their erasure. Wi |l sond:
significance of what gets left out of collections as well as what is put in. The supposed neutrality of the

institutionds comprehensive epistemic dispersal i's cbh

The arrangement reveals the importance that history has exclusively accorded to the men animated in
marble busts, while black hist ory remains fiuncollectedod and invisib

personalities are ironic in their absence on the display pedestals, the presence and central positioning

of the Truth Trophy augments the satirical (Fig. 5) mood. The trophy,asWi | sonés | abel i mpl i
Trophy awarded wuntil 1922 f explandtory tvhich is fronidid ¥tself, t i si ng,
considering the advertising indusEirrydts dawasndedci mah?b

B jaBerl i n, AMining the Museum and t heMifRngthéMuseiin:dg of Maryl and
Installation by Fred Wilson, ed. Lisa G. Corrin (New York: New Press), 44-5.

399 | ugones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes, 101.

400 The last section of the exhibition, dedicated to the eighteenth-century astronomer and mathematician

Benjamin Banneker, displayed a collection of his journals that were buried in the archives of the Historical

Society.
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AdvertisingueMeonfd sNelweaygpor k, the trophy now stands in a
in which truth, wuniver sal “%Thwigihthe airapgement ofobjects whosent est ed
presences (and absences) inform each other, the conventional historical commemoration of a singular

truth is exposed.

Roughly congruent to the thematic of advertising, the next installation displays carved wooden figures
of Cigar Store Indians that were used by tobacconists as early as the seventeenth century to advertise
their business (see Fig. 66). These large commercial figures in elaborate feathered headdresses display
exoticised elements and hold out rolled cigars. They functioned as strong visual symbols of the trade,
while authenticity, in terms of Native American features, was a trivial concern with most carvers. In the
grey room displaying Native American heritage, we see a display of these typecast life-size portrayals
unexpectedly positioned with their backs turned to the visitors. Their ironic non-display is subtly
metaphorical; by denying the audience access to identification, the stereotype is deprived of the power

to control otherness.

Further elevated by their pedestal bases measuring a total height of approximately six feet, the figures
turn their gaze toward a wall that is mounted with black and white photographs of ii r eNativéAmerican
Marylanders. Wi | sonds | abel i Por tr atells ss thatthe Edsaneerof the taovede Own e r ¢
figures reveal more about the offensive (Fig. 5) stereotypical notions held by their owners about Native
Americans than the indigenou sseatch évbnersvealedy somewhatv e s . Wi
ironically, that one of the Cigar Store Indians was made in the likeness of the daughter of the carver,
John Philip Yeager, who was a German immigrant. We see both resistant denial and revelation in this
usage ofironyviaconf ronti ng arrangements, juxtaposition and e\

of the Cigar store I ndians, as APortrait of John Phil

Traditional presentations at museums employ glass vitrines, theatrical lighting effects, coloured walls,

text panels, pedestals and acrylic mounts. Inscribed within the presentation of the artefact, specimen

or artworkd its location within the museum, the design of its display and its categorical organisation

within bodies of materiald are cues that can be picked up by a visitor and tend to structure the historical

narrative surrounding the material object. The design and layout of the arrangement of objects transfer

meaning and guide the museum visitor to interpret the objects or cultures on display. Museum displays

often function as information centres that provide windows into the pastand di st an't 6exoticéo
Wil sonds installation provides insight into the per
display techniques on how objects or cultures are interpreted or received. Visual regimes are

constructed through representations of our natural environment and cultural histories, which tend to

shape our views of the world and our sense of reality.

The 060t he rWestgrbcultorés israpparent in the museum via the distortion of a colonial lens,

where native objects are organised by Western knowledge. With their original contexts or functions

“WlBerlin, AMining the Museum and the Rethinking of Maryland
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di sregarded, as Indian historian Gyan Prakasibnskeenl y
of otherness produce cultural difference, but disguise them aspre-e x i st i ng c ul*®inthal diver
room devoted to Native American history, a vitrine fi

critiqgue of the museumds compul sive accumul ation and
context or significance. The arrowheads are arranged so as to draw attention to their inscribed
acquisition numbers, black letters on a strip of white contrasting against the dark stones. The numerals,

which are typically meant to be unobtrusive to viewing the object, are positioned to be on full display.

Wi |l son |l abel s them AColl ed®Bi dn 6 @ig.l &N wamb eompletely 6 . 1. 25 .
circumventing the medium of the object; he adds the medium of the inscript
drawing ink, bl ack I ndia i othe sehaatcygal envenfonaBrpuseum j ect i ng
|l abelling, the inverted hierarchy draws attention to

cataloguing, quantification and archival labelling of objects rather than the native communities they are
supposed to represent. The ironic labels and juxtapositions re-address our perception and interpretation
of the cultures on display, simultaneously deepening our understanding of the cognitive effects of the

nuances of display strategies and selection processes underpinning the items in the collection.

Another vitrine in the room displays miscel suehneous i f
as additional arrowheads, axes, an oyster shell tool, a model of a canoe and images of Native Indians
riding canoes. This scant collection of objects were the sum total of the items from the permanent
collection of the Historical Society that were representative of Native American culture. On the
positioningandre-pr es ent at i o nefadsfandcdturestPrakadh waitest
Rescued from history and authorized as authentic remains, they become collections-in-order that
represent other cultures as integrated wholes, unaffected by the structure of power that collects and
exhibits themé Enc aemnte lmaisdevaexd to a dlicetofaime or ta a part of the
history of Man, discrepant histories are entombed as tradition, continuity, essence.*%?
The objects from the collection display Native American culture as frozen in time, and the contributions
of Native American descendants to the history of Maryland, remain occluded and unworthy of

consideration.

The significant performance piece by Payomkawichum, Ipai, and Mexican American performance artist
James Luna (19501 2018), titled Artifact Piece, 1987 (Fig. 68), similarly addresses t
perpetuation of the idea of Native American culture as static and unchanging, with its peoples extinct
and fixed in a romanticised past. Installed in a section of Museum of Man, San Diego representing
Kumeyaay Indians,Luna és | i ving breathing body, |lying stil!l on
ironises this notion. Dressed in just a leather loincloth, Luna further objectifies himself by mimicking the
museumds | abelling convent i on sndhim,dhatfraocsgstpthar things,ds po s

reveal inti mat e det ail s about burns, scar s and cal l

2GyanPr akash, 0 Mus e MuseuM Studies ArsAntbologymf Contexts, 2nd ed. (Wiley-Blackwell,
2012), 318.
4Cprakash, fAMuseum Matters, o 318.
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drinkingo and % Elkment$ of lumonm vulnerahilgyeirony, and critical insight function

alongside. Lunasay s , Al think we Indians |ive in worlds fild]l
wor K3Posing as an O6extinctd ethnographic speci men, hi
to us the corporeal e x per i e rmusenenofy bybaedommngint culture ¢thats e d 6 i n
denies Native American presence in its contemporary society.

Like Luna, Wi lsonés imitation of museum display stra

environment, its spatial arrangements, categorisations and display techniques. Wilson terms the use of

this technique as fitrompe | 6o0oeil curating.o Used in t

that means to fideceive t he ey édTheirpnicaletais ae agparantinvi s u al

the subtle manipulations to these particulars, which serve to expose and subvert institutional bias while

simultaneously encouraging a more engaged and

American art critic, Hal Foster, is wary of art that engages with institutional critique, especially when it
manifests as site-specific work inside the institution. He writes, i s isgedfic work often seems a
museum event in which the institution imports critique, whether as a show of tolerance or for the purpose
of inoculation (against a critique un d8iHetembomtas
on his concerns:
the ambiguity of deconstructive positioning, at once inside and outside the institution, can lapse into the
duplicity of cynical reason in which the artist and the institution have it both ways i retain the social
status of art and entertain the moral purity of critique, one a complement or compensation for the
other.408
Foster worries that this ethnographic approach by the artist who the museum commissions could lead
to a more insulated and narcissistic institution that denies true access to the public. He mentions
examples of collaborative site-specific work where communities were involved disingenuously. His
hesitations are valid and such projects saturated with irony could potentially also suffer the pitfalls of a

reversed hierarchyd the artist now replacing the museum as a cultural authority.

Delving into the details of we duch oesedvationa. Wrriting dn ihis

process, Wilson elaborates on the centrality of community involvement in his project:

| don

o0t
doesndét tr an sihgchaagesidependimgeoa the environment where it is located. The context

consci

by the

practi

just come into a community and say, AThere it

t

\

C

is criticalé 1t is extremely important that | know whe!
assumptions. | want people to get involved in a work that is very importantt o t hat ¢ o Mimngni tyél n

the Museum what made it important is that my project was not only about the artworks on the wall. It

W4 Jane Blocker , -SiFaiidg:r ekamnds Sled rf a PRIeAdeumal ef Pexforance and 0
Art 23, no. 1 (2001): 21.

405 Quoted in The Trickster Shift by Allan J. Ryan, 8n.

406 |n painting, the technique refers to the precise imitation of an object so as to create an optical illusion of three-
dimensional reality on the flat surface of a canvas.

407 Hal Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-garde at the End of the Century (MIT Press, 1996), 191.

408 Foster, The Return of the Real, 196.
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was about how the whole museum environment affects us. If no dialogue arises, then to me the work is

not so successful. 40°
Wilsonds background of working in the educational wi I
community programs at museums has filtered through into his artistic practice and serves to bring about
genuine community engagement. There is a sense of activism in revealing the perpetuation of
institutional bias, and the ideological prejudice unconsciously conveyed through the techniques of
exhibition and display. Adding sound, projections, unusual labelling and innovatively juxtaposed non-
traditional combinationsof obj ect s, Wil sonéds i ns toanblexadadingshnEvennspi r es
his | abels do not plainly communicate O6factsd6 or inf
museum but also leave room for multiple ways of understanding, encouraging self-reflexivity.41° Of the
Maryl and Historical Society, Wil son says, Al think t
They hadndét ever worked with a contemporary artist, b
wanted t o c ha ngEheisooimi@ade bfiutiising the museum as the site of its own critique
and intervention makes it that much more effective. Delivering a powerful decolonial statement from
within the core of an imperial/colonial institution produced a resonance that it is unlikely to have had if

the intervention was undertaken outside of it.

Wil sonés extensive research Iliterally vocalises | ost
another room. The paintings are dimly lit and predominantly feature aristocratic families. Spotlights and

sound effects are connected to timers to selectively illuminate the African American children composed

unobtrusively into the paintings, who commonly featured as compositional counterpoints in classical

group portraiture.*? In the portrait of the son of a Maryland planter, Henry Darnall Ill as a young child

of eight (Fig. 69), the spotlight is positioned on an enslaved boy who gazes up at his master. With a

met al coll ar around his neck, t he Ilgaudbrotherdfmd pourani mat e
friend? Am | your pet ?0 The inconspicuous asd incid
centre-stage with their voices and stories being recovered and articulated. Structures of inversion are

adopted to highlight marginalised narratives, while a shift in focus is affected by replacing certain titles

to centre the identities of the enslaved peoples in the paintings, thus unveiling them from their customary

anonymity. Several of these identities were recovered froma plantat i onds i nventory book
found in the museumbés collection. The names of sl aves

together as mere business capital.4!3

409 King-Hammond, i A Conver sation with Fred Wi |son, o 33.
“00ne coul d dr aw a preachelylofédnhages to sedtaay Wilsan points o the treachery of

labelinggt he danger of relying on a | abel 6s «athis forinstande,by r ans mi ssi
the positioning of the slave shackles under the | abel of 0l
clearly isndt.

411 King-Hammond, i A Conver sation with Fred Wilson, o0 32.

“2Corri n, iMining the Museum, o0 14.
413 The inventory book featured in the exhibition, is strategically and symbolically laid open in a glass vitrine
beneath a replica of a slave ship.
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Wil son continues to apply his o6cur dl eadde gloorgiecs tion nfiavhoi
of Transporto (see Fig. 70). In the room painted a colonial green, the model of the slave ship is
juxtaposed with a sedan chair used by a governor of Maryland. A painting nearby animates the use of
a similar chair. Wilson uses selective lighting on the painting to mark who carried whom in the
extravagant chair.4* Two antique baby carriages are displayed near the sedan chair while one of them,
a black metal pram with a black leather pull-up hood, conspicuously cradles a white muslin Ku Klux
Klan hood amongst its linens. The uncanny presence of the Klan hood in the pram creates a distinct
sense of unease (see Fig. 71). As Freud explains it, a feeling of the uncanny actually stems from

something familiar which has been repressed.'® The repression of the trauma and adult savagery

associated with the Klan hood makes its ironic conjunctonal ongsi de the innocent | in
pram offensive (Fig. 5) and almost unbearable. Wi | sondés irony functions noticea
and ASSAILING.Whi | e Freud notes the O6uneasinessd associated

this as something to aspire to, where the familiar is made strange, enabling a new way of perceiving.
This novel perception unravels our conditioning, thus making room for alternative patterns of cognition.
By effecting displacement through a collocation of unusual categories, the frightening transformation in
the baby carriage confronts us with the socio-cultural implications of the dissimilar components of the

uncanny arrangement.

A photograph nearby shows black nannies caring for their white children, posing beside a comparable

pr am. We are gently |l ed to oOreaddo iomational arrangementsgni f i ¢ a
t hat by wvirtue of their juxtapositional ironi es, i nt
meaning. We infer the tragic irony that the #fAbl ack ne

their future oppressors. “& The ironic presence of an object can completely change the context of a
viewing, provoking us to question how these objects might relate beyond the confines of existing
categories. The painting, the sedan chair and the prams that might have otherwise been viewed with a
purely aesthetic lens are ironically charged by the presence of the model slave ship and Klan hood, as
wel | as Wil sonds use of strategic |ighting and his ca

The layers of subversion manifest through the manipulation of these multiple display techniques.

The deep red of another room, symbolic of the brutality of the history of slavery, offsets the violence of
a large punt gun (see Fig. 72) positioned to target the toy figure of a black soldier in a Zouave uniform.
Enormous decoy ducks dwarf the figure, while enlarged broadsides plastered around the boundary of
the room advertise printed information regarding runaway slaves and bounties for their return. The
consequences of their physical ill-treatment formed their marks of identification specified on the

advertisements. Positioned beside a broadside offering a reward for Easter, a runaway slave, Wilson

“4Corrin, iMining the Museum, o0 15.

“The Klan hood was incidentally fr epthaghdecdmnentedinthti n t he mus
registrardos files, the staff had been unable to | ocate it a
during Wilsonds 6miningdé of the collections. Corrin, i Mini |

46 Corrin, fiMMIi snei unng, ot hle5 .
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places a cast-iron bootjack from the Victorian era (see Fig. 73) moulded as a black woman lying on her
back, with legs splayed. Used to remove and scrape dirty boots, the vulgarity of the correlation between
its form and function is allegorical of the sexual and racial violence endured by enslaved peoples under
the literal and figurative heel of their masters. Just above the broadside and the bootjack, sealing the

association is a watercolour of female slaves toiling in the fields, while an overseer, a white man wearing

boots, watches over themwithwhi p i n hand. Wil sonbs deliberate

associations between the objects allude clearly to the brutality of enslavement.

In the same room, four plush Victorian chairs, some upholstered with rich brocade, form an arc
surrounding an austere cruciform-like wooden whipping post, which is raised on a platform (see Fig.
74)" This section, ironically -1%6b0,ld eldi gihClaibg mtest
objects, relegating them nonchalantly to the category of furniture. Interestingly, this injection of irony in
the labelling and juxtapositioning of objects was not exclusively shaped by Wilson without influence.
Unfortunately, it was reflected in the problematic way in which the classificatory system of the museum
qualified the whipping post to be stored for several years alongside fine antique cabinets.4® The
aestheticisation of the object represses the corporeal torture residing not just in its history but also, quite
possibly, in the subtle marking of its wood. With this installation, we again experience a feeling of the
uncanny where the repressed associations of torture surface while the voyeuristic chairs make the

O6spectacled of suffering more perverse

Other subsequent sections of the show display slave rebellions and shed light on a unique Maryland
(legislatively supported) response of physically removing former slaves from the state to settle instead
in Liberia. This was despite strong opposition from black people. Only one of the Liberian objects made
by enslaved African Americans had been exhibited prior to Mining the Museum. Wilson had stumbled
upon the objects by chance and discovered that they had passed into the collection due to the Historical
Soci etyds ties to t heich@aslesponsiklefdr iemavingSoonter seveyto theméw

settlement in Liberia.41°

sett|

tMaek i mé

Thepower f ul source of Wilsonbés irony comes from his ¢

objects. The ironic tension creates difficult but necessary dialogue by confronting the unpleasant
aspects of the objectds history and encouragi
6hi st or ibyx ahsidefing mawdperspectives. Wh e n Burke discusses t

ng an

he 611

application of the trope of irony, hdialedias @Boadly s t hat

speaking, dialectics may be defined as an enquiry into the existence of conflicting opinions and their

possible resolution. Ultimately, dialectic encourages an interaction of perspectives, all of which

417 Lashings at the whipping post of the Baltimore City Jail were endured until the 1950s, not just by African

sl aves but also free people, as Marylandds | egal code made
“8Corrin, AiMini i¢y t he Museum, 0O

“9Corrin, iMining the Museum, o0 17.

420 The word dialectic, like irony, has also had multiple formulations of meaning. It is of Greek origin and is

delineated in Platods writings as a medium for the truth,

arguments.
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contribute to the resultant resolution; Burke concludes that irony can be seen as a dialogical medium
for constructinganinter-s ubj ecti ve toreth ver offa Pesspecmnesedts in
installations, irony works as a catalyst for the perception of multiple viewpoints and affords increased
transparency in the interaction between objects. For example, in the case of the Baltimore silverware
and the slave shackles, rather than the objects surrendering to the forces of a singular history of either
extravagance or oppression, it is made clear that these narratives are intimately entangled, that the
labour and bondage of one class sustained the other. Burke elaborates on this polyvocal ability of irony:
Irony arises when one tries, by the interaction of terms upon one another, to produce a development
which uses all the terms. Hence, from the standpoint of this total form (this fperspective of
perspectivesg, none of the participating fsub-perspectivesocan be treated as either precisely right or
precisely wrong. They are all voices, or personalities, or positions, integrally affecting one another.*??
While Wilson uses irony to produce harsh critique, it is imperative to note the ameliorative nature of his
work that tackles a side of history left unaddressed and buried by the weight and violence of a singular
narrative. The DISTANCING function of irony is stimulated as Wilson induces new perspectives (Fig.
5) through his creative and strategic juxtapositions that expose the discourse of power embedded in
the museumbs di Gitmg Vdilgon,art historiar Leeslieekng-Hammond writes that the urge
for this new language stemmed f r om fia desire to heal himself and to
and peopl e of c ol“gIgnoring ar dehyng tee tratl af AfticanyAmeérican and Native
American experience has resulted in the disenfranchisement of these communities. By acknowledging
and recognising marginalised histories, however inconvenient or uncomfortable, Wilson takes a step
toward this 6healing. 6
By choosing to do little, interpretatively, with art, you end up doing a lot to preserve existing ideologies
and master narratives, so long in place that we barely notice them. And so, in a professedly agenda-free
situation, a museum can talk about exploration without mentioning exploitation, address the theme of
leisure without bringing servitudeintoquesti oné The i ssue here is not one of
wrong, but of full disclosure, of making the mechanics of persuasion operating in a museumd any and
every museumsa transparent.**
AlisonBailey,i n her essay on 0St r,aites that epistengologies of iyromrice fe2 0 0 7 )
often fAan activeé®Shaeiadntpirmbdastti@mnamgue that while th
suggests an accident al omi ssi on, ignorance from posi
those in the center either refusing to allow those at the margins to know, or of actively erasing

indigenous knowledges,06 or more subtly seen, in the prevalence «
privileged knowers oblivi®Bas!| ¢épdsywtiemiocg iwasstiinces.
“2'Bur ke, fAFour Master Tropes, 0 432.
“2Bur ke, fAFour Master Tropes, 0 432

423 King-Hammond, i A Conver sation with Fred Wi |Ison, o 23.

2 Quoted by William H. Truettner in t heMusarssaydDiiféddancee ums and
ed. Daniel J. Sherman (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008),36 1. Or i ginally taken from
Bounty in Salem from Globe-Tr ot t er s0 by Holl and Cotter in the New York Ti
Al i son Bail ey, i StRacaand Bpistemologjes af lgroramce, eds. Shannon Sullivan and

Nancy Tuana (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), 77.

“26Bail ey, fAStrategic lgnorance, o0 77.
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phil osopher Charles W. Mitlrlasd® a9y )iTWecRasitaluc€Con
social contract, originating in the Age of Enlightenment, Mills reveals the racial lines on which it is drawn
to clearly support white supremacy. Mills writes:

the Racial Contract prescribes for its signatories an inverted epistemology, an epistemology of

ignorance, a particular pattern of localized and global cognitive dysfunctions (which are psychologically

and socially functional), producing the ironic outcome that whites will in general be unable to understand

the world they themselves have made.*?”
Mills envisages it as an fiagreement to misinterpret
mi staken perceptions wil!/l be validated by wh#te epis

With regard to the museum, however, an omission may not always be a conscious decision but is

conceivably due to the fact that the mus-politicabasd col | ect
cultural values upheld by the institution and society atthetimeof t hei r acqui sition. i T
unconscious deni al in art museumsé | dondt go in |l ool
clarifies.#2°

The epistemic asymmetry of the cultures then represented at The Maryland Historical Society tacitly

presupposes an officially sanctioned view of historical reality. The omission to address the horrors of

slavery and Americaébés racist past on the part of the
This unconscious or cultivated ignorance of the effects of racial, colonial domination no doubt emerges

from the pressures to preserve a sense of historic and patriotic pride. The disruption that an

inconvenient truth would cause breeds the reluctance to address race, gender and class-based

ignorance. By suppressing marginalised histories and presenting a partial truth, the museum

perpetuates racial hierarchy and is made complicit through its omission. Paradoxically, the exhuming

of problematic objects such as the shackles and hood, which underscore the horrors of slavery and

white supremacy, along with the particular nature of their ironic reveal, could also bring cathartic value

to the table. With regard to the role of irony in opp
populace requires an outlet for the frustrations induced under an oppressed regime. In this regard, irony

acts as a vent for frustrations when %€ dwouldagué pol iti
though, that the nature of Wil s bursbds frustrationl battinstehd,e s n ot
through calculated, thought-provoking, non-didactic incongruous juxtapositions, he tackles difficult,

unspoken and pervasive issues, addressing grievances in order to heal.

KingoHa mmond si t uat e sistMical backgrodirsl atshe leartoof his impulse in creating his
radical intervention Mining the Museum, she writes, iGrowing up as a chi |

midst of the movement toward racial integration gave him a perspective on American culture and the

427 Charles W. Mills, The Racial Contract (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 18.

428 Mills, The Racial Contract, 18.

“2Robert Enright and Meeka Wal sh, fADegr ees BorflerChasimgser si on: A
March 2016,

https://bordercrossingsmag.com/article/degrees-of-subversion.

430 Katharina Barbe, Irony in Context, (Amsterdam; Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Co., 1995), 98.
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American museum that is cr uci &iThioughbothsubtladisglacenentandi ng

and jarring juxtapositions, Wi lsonés use of ifony

categorisation and reveals the politics of visibility and invisibility inscribed in the repository of the

mu s e u méfacts.a netirony animates the object by raising conversations around it about the history

of its making, its existence, and ownership bu t upsets the Ilinear, O0sani

historical narrative that is characteristical
juxtapositioning liberates powerful narratives of occluded histories that have been routinely glossed
over, t hus per f oclusiomagy AGEGREGATIWE function. The sanctity of the museum and
the undisputed authority of its epistemic omniscience is disturbed through the contextual interaction
between seemingly disparate objects. This new sensation, novel to the traditional museum
environment, provokes active engagement and circumvents a didactic tone, urging visitors to analyse

and re-evaluate their own assumptions and biases.

3.4 Performing Irony: Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gémez-Pefia

Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gémez-Pefia. Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit the West, 1992-
1993.

In The Trickster Shift: Humour and Irony in Contemporary Native Art (1999), Ryan writes of an interview
with American scholar Joseph Epes Brown, in which the latter describes the role of the traditional Native
American clown. Brown says that this earthly counterpart of the legendary Trickster figure performs
ritual clowning and repeatedly and creatively opens doors to a new perspective leading to an alternate

realm of reality. He achieves this chiefly by two means:

There is first of all the element of shock. [Sacred] clowns among the Pueblos [of the American
Southwest], for example, in the context of their ritual dance dramas, engage in, among other activities,
sexual types of display which normally are quite taboo in such societies, and this causes a rupture with
the ordinary everyday pattern of life. It does that by immediately catching the attention; it helps the
people forget their petty little concerns about the routines of daily life. It shocks them out of that.
Secondly, once that awareness, that alertness and openness, has been achieved through the initial
shock, then it is possible to communicate on another level through the use of humour  é

| see it as a technique to translate the formal rite or to break through it into an area of deeper meaning
and deeper awareness on the part of the participant. It is you might say a shattering of the structure of
the rite in order to get at the essence of the rite. It seems to ridicule, thus destroy, but it does this so that
deeper truths contained within the rite can come forth and reveal themselves.*3?

Barbara Babcock conf jaffiimgg thartiegac@dc |t chwvornu gfhdreflexiveé and

y

a

bri

sec

pre:

ironic dialogue, [ and] a f##° Thiplienmal space boklingopbssibiiteg fort i oni ng .

dialogic encounters encourages polyphonous voices. A collaborative performance piece from 1992

431 King-Hammond, i A Conver sation with Fred Wilson, o 23.
432 Brown is quoted in The Trickster Shift by Allan J. Ryan, 10-11.
433 Babcock quoted in The Trickster Shift, 11.
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titted Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit the West (Fig. 75) performed by Cuban American
interdisciplinary artist, writer and curator Coco Fusco, in collaboration with Chicano performance artist,
activist and writer Guillermo Gomez-Pefia, embodies many of these elements in its public performance
of irony. A satirical sociocultural commentary on the deplorable practice of human zoos, the
performance combines ritual, humour and the ASSAILING function of irony (Fig. 5).

Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit the West was performed as part of the exhibition The Year of the

White Bear (1992-1993), which explored and critiqued over five hundred years of coloniser-centric

representations of t he Thapieseovassigey id sevefal diffeheat lodativesr i c a s .

across America as well as internationally. Drawing on the history of human zoos, an odious
phenomenon of European racism, Fusco and Gémez-Pefia presented themselves in a locked cage for
public display. The performance piece was staged in public venues,i nc | u di n publip §aedena
and museums as well. Posing as volunteer specimens of aboriginal inhabitants from the fictional island
of Guatinau, a previously undiscovered and uncolonised realm in the Gulf of Mexico, Fusco and Gémez-
Pefia supplemented their performance with imaginative fabricated texts, informational plagues and
even fictitious maps that located the island geographically to reify the reality or authenticity of their
existence to the public.

Adorned with face and body paint, an animal tooth necklace, shell adornments, a leopard-skin printed
bikini top and a raffia fibre skirt, Fusco, adequately looking the stereotypical part of the exotic native
Other also dons sunglasses and Converse sneakers. Gmez-Pe fa wear s a Mexi c
with feathered headdress, sunglasses, wristbands and boots while the couple pace about the cage,
enacting supposed daily Guatinaui rituals. These include watching television, eating fruit, drinking Coca-
Cola and making voodoo dolls. The golden cage is filled with miscellaneous commonplace objects that
are intermingled with artefacts used in rituals, the mise en scene supposedly emulating their natural
habitat. A television set, table, Polaroid camera, bedpans, brightly coloured plastic objects and textiles,
create an intriguing kitsch setting. The elaborate props present a delightful ironic contrast between
signifiers of 6traditionald cultural obj ec-+donia

capitalism.

When performed at the Fine Arts Gallery at the University of California-Irvine, some of the students and
staff members were drafted to guard and assist the couple by feeding them fruit or disposing of waste
accumulated through the performance. Evocative of the dehumanising ethnological exhibitions and the
scientific racism pervasive in the nineteenth and twentieth-century Europe, some of the locations of the
performance were environments linked with the brutal affair. Performed in eight locations, including the
Columbus Plaza in Madrid, Covent Gardens, London, and natural history museums, including the
Smithsonian Museum and Australian Museum, the performance spanned four countries. The
performance across the many venues of its exhibition was also documented as a thirty-minute video
titted The Couple in the Cage: A Guatinaui Odyssey (1993), directed by Paula Heredia and co-directed
by Fusco.
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In the exhibitions during colonial times, anthropologists working in conjunction with colonial

administrators organised these elaborately staged events as demonstrations of racial superiority while

keeping the public invested in colonial efforts. Expositions of native peoples provided a dehumanising

frame with which to view them and served as the perfect occasion to make vainglorious comparisons

of Euro-Amer i can progress and development when set agains
Oprimitivismé of the Avanishing savage, 0 exhibited a
machinery and items of trade, served to contrast negatively with the cultural and technological

domi nance of 6 3 Asi celébmaterg testimoaies itoothessuccesses of American and

European imperialism, world exhibitions also served a s educational encounters
experiences of the colonised world for the European visitor. Governments even provided subsidies to

support ethnographic endeavours to amass material collections that resulted in exhibits at these large

fairs.43%

Fashioned as a staged object, the colonial native was metonymically projected as a slice of the outside
world that explorers scouted for <colonial exploitati
artifacts were offered up for inspection to the touristic and colonial gaze of curious crowds of spectators.
Writing on the touristic gaze, Nancy Parezo and Don D. Fowler note the trope of strangeness and the

anthropol ogi cal framing of living fiexoticodo peoples as

The living exhibits, official and unofficial, at expositions became sites of social interaction. There Euro-
Americans and Europeans met Native peoples and interacted with them in face-to-face encounters.
These engagements were based on curiosity about the exotic and foreign, safe adventure through what
has come to be cpddedo tlhreddiedutriesgse cintercul tural meet i
strangenesso (McGee 1904a, 4). The filiving exhibitso af
educational for visitors and for Native demonstrators and performers alike, and anthropology could
control their meanings.*36
Far removed from their native lands, framed against the context of European culture, colonial natives
must have indeed seemed strange to the onlookers (just as strange as the gawking European visitor
must have seemed to them). Seen in relation to Fusco and Gomez-Pe fab6s pertiemr manc e
deliberate ironic cultivation of strangeness is strategic. They re-create this readily ascribed attribute in
their guises as undiscovered nativieddthe odna Gtulae mtiawd s

version of the colonial native as viewed through a European lens.

The Chicago Worl dbés Fair, albeit a year | ate and offi
was staged in 1893 in commemoration of the quadricentennial anniversary of Columbus arriving in the
Americas in 1492. The city of Chicago had won the contest to host the fair outcompeting rival cities

such as New York and St. Louis. The fairgrounds were divided into two separate partsd the White City

434 Nancy J. Parezo and Don D. Fowler, Anthropology Goes to the Fair: The 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2007), 4-11.

435 parezo and Fowler, Anthropology Goes to the Fair, 4-5.

436 parezo and Fowler, Anthropology Goes to the Fair, 9.
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and the Midway Plaisance. The latter and distinctly more disorganised section contained the
ethnol ogi cal exhibits displaying t hdeEgybtians,eBedoung, t he c o
Samoans and Algerians amongst others, with Dahomeans (now the people of Benin) framed as the

most barbaric of them all.437

Not to be outdone, the city of St. Louis also staged an exposition in 1904, popularly known as the St.

Louis Worldoés Fair. Reverend Samuel Phillips Verner,
Ota Benga, a young man from the Congo Free State, for a pound of salt and cloth for the exposition in
St.louis**®Benga proved to be a popular display and was fe
and was later exhibited in 1906 in the monkey cage at the Bronx zoo. Scheduled to be exhibited every

afternoon in September, the iron cage that he shared with an orangutan was even strewn with bones

to imply his practice of cannibalism.#3° Following years of exploitation and an intense longing for his

home, Benga tragically took his own life in 1916 with a gun he had hidden. The exposition displayed

pavilions of similarly quasi-captive nativesd Batwa Pygmies from the Belgian Congo, the Ainu from

Japan, Seri from Mexico, and other ethnic groups alongside American Natives.*4° Both the Chicago and

St. Louis expositions featured live exhibits wearing native attire, artistically displayed against native

architectural replicas and urged to practice their native arts while performing their customs and rituals

for the European visitor who was thus educated from a

A century after the Columbian Exposition, coinciding with the 500-year commemoration of the voyage
of Christopher Columbus to the Americas, Fusco and Gomez-Pefia present a satirical counter-
commemoration touring with their performance beginning in 1992. As an ironic marking of the historical
moment of the 0di sTwoWndiscgvéred@imerindiars Vistthe West was performed
by (make-believe) aboriginal inhabitants hitherto undiscovered by Columbus. They confront the dark
history of the abuse of non-Western peoples by presenting their satirical (Fig. 5) pseudo-

anthropological exposition for public viewing.

The performance mimicking the history of exhibiting indigenous peoples is phenomenologically
authentic to a pertinent degree, as the performance recreates the experience by preserving the main
characteristics of the monstrous practice. The audience experientially encounters the physicality of the
bodies of peoples of non-western descent within the cage meant for public viewing. Fusco and Gémez-
Pefa perform supposed daily activities just as the natives were expected to in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, except for the addition of their ironic interpretation of those tasks displayed in

the performance of typical western habituations like watching television or drinking bottled coke or

“"Barbara J. Ballard, AhicdgoHstorg28wmo. 1l (1999):t31-28. PNséet i on, 0

advertisements and guidebooks to the fair helped with the visual and textual framing and stereotyping of the

colonial exhibits.

438 pamela Newkirk, 1 Ot a Benga in the Archives: Unmaking Myths, Mappi
Hi s t blKAyng. 88-39 (November 2016): 172.

439 Newkirk, i Ot a Benga in the Archives, 0 170.

440 parezo and Fowler, Anthropology Goes to the Fair, 73.
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packaged water. The spectator is invited to interact and engage in more than just an ocular manner.
Indulging in ironic revelry, the pair script paid entertainment into their performanced pictures could be

taken with the couple while the audience member received a polaroid as a souvenir, or they could

alternatively request a native dance from the

Guatinaui language by the man.

Playing with imaginative constructs of the racial Other, the pair create a witty fictionality, performing and

repeating that which they critique. The irony lies within the mimetic act, made even more apparent by

the incomplete or partial mimesis. As Bhabha notes with reference to colonial mimicry, Amimicry

continually produce its sl #plpha geu,ghi tssl i eppagssess,

performance of colonial practices, new identities are perceived, subverting (Fig. 5) and breaking the
concreteness of the cultural otherness depicted, thus challenging the authority of the colonial practice.
This partial difference, the space between mimicry and mockery, proved to be difficult to perceive as
was evidenced by a large number of the audience who believed the scene to be real, completely missing
the contrived performative and ironically mimetic aspects of the piece. The unintentional and ultimate
irony is that despite the mimicry designed to

number of their audience. Plainly, irony is not universally accessible, and its interpretation is often
culturally dependent.**2 The spectators who missed the irony of the performance thus become the

unsuspecting victim or butt of the irony.

Jones in her essay fMeaning, ldentity, Embodiment: The Uses of Merleau-Pont yé6s Phenomenol

Art History,00pines that:

The identity we ascribe to a particular image or object (an identity connected, inevitably, with a posited

making subject) is intimately connectedtoourownp sy chi ¢ desires, fantasies,

identity we ascribe to the work is circumscribed in relation to the visual image 1 to our perception of its

structure, its content, its history, i t s tisuggests ext , O
areeée

to us, in turn, informs our own sense of who we

The goal of the performers was to create a satirical commentary to address the politics of
representation, appropriation and the degrading historical treatment of non-western peoples. The ironic
deception underscoring the performance was meant to be picked up by the audience. In this case,
despite explicit markers of irony, such as the pair of volunteer specimens being led on leashes by the
guards or the fact that there were humans in a gilded cage, it did not prompt all to conclusions of an
obvious inconsistency with prevailing human rights laws. In this cross-cultural interaction, the meaning
ascribed to the piece varied dramatically according to the capacity of the receiver to grasp the signals

of the messaged a capacity intimately based on their own individual preconceptions. Perhaps the failure

441 Bhabha, LOC, 86.

442 Ryan notes how Native American tales of the Trickster reveal an intimate connection between cultural
confidence and ironic competence, thus marking the centrality of the cultural appreciation of ironic competence.
The Trickster Shift, 9-11.

WO man

mu s

iint st hdei

0

and

1



151

to grasp the irony is a sign of the historical myopia that comes with the imposition of a universal (and
sanitised) history.

The choice of certain venues and their juxtaposition with the satirical performance is strategically ironic.
Situated at venues historically associated with these kinds of viewings of non-western peoples, such as
a Natural History Museum and public gardens, the performance becomes subversively charged by the
association. The unquestioned authority vested in institutions such as a museum (a venue for the
performance) might have also led the audience to misplace confidence in the authority of the people
playing the part of guards or exposition officials. For many, it was sufficient proof of epistemological
authenticity that the guards presented the pair as uniquely native to the island of Guatinaui, assisted in
their explanations by fictional maps and plaques of information that they endorsed. This distinctive set-
up of the experience of viewing non-western peoples recreates the subject-object relation, the

dichotomy that Quijano sees as the fAfuropean paradign

The reductionist, singular logic of Western epistemologies and the imposition of racial, social categories

under European colonialism fashioned the worl doéds popu
ibi ol ogically and st r ué¢tQuiar findythatsthe disiplines of Ethnolegy ansh f er i or .
Ant hr opol ogy have by definition taken other cultures
fosubpeettd relations bet ween tdAsobjdlissftstedy, théraciau | t ur e ¢
Otherismade aknownquant i ty, objectified in accorddfhlove to the

Undiscovered Amerindians Visit the West, however, is steeped in ambiguity that unsettles the observer.

The pair theatrically animatetheé6 nat i ve Ot heéethd ostgdu meod gpreitmi ti vi sm con:
an odd pastiche of elementsd a ni ma | prints featur eGomer-PE § sluttmdos bi ki ni
mask. Grass skirts, animal tooth necklaces and body paint contrast absurdly with American branded

footwear, sunglasses and other accessories. Additional ambiguitiesar e desi gned i nto the
daily rituals wherein sewing voodoo dolls and listening to Mexican rock music are interwoven with

stereotypical Western activities like typing into a keyboard, munching crackers or guzzling Coca-Cola.

In her article, Airthe Forgotten Flesho (2018), Celia Martinez-Sédez makes a keen observation on the

tactical use of ambiguity in the performance,iThe provoked confusion can be ur
being opaqgue to protect against the Western epistemology of the scientific necessity of always knowing

and discovering. ‘&

“3Quij Loloni &l ity and Modernity/ Rationality,o 172.
“4Quij&mwd,onfiality and Modernity/ Rationality,o 17
“45Quij &&md,onfi ality and Modernity/ Rationality,o 17
446 However, the claim to scientific inquiry has historically lent neutrality to the position of the
coloniser/researcher.

447 Celia Martinez-Sdez, i The Forgotten Flesh: Confronting Western Epist
Gomez-Peffa and Coco Fusco's AThe THedaupd of thd MidwéshMode@ dagpguage ( 1 992) , O
Association 51, no. 2 (2018): 20.

1.
4 .
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Both Anzaldua and Lugones mention the importance of ambiguity and of employing it as a weapon of
resistance to univocal ordering. Lugones likens the ambiguity of curdled expression to not just a creative
strategy of resistance but also to social commentary.44® The impurity that it engenders threatens the
fiction of the oppressive purity of colonial logic, of social ordering, of control through categorising and
homogenising, thus leaving room for plurality and self-definition. Hutcheon identifies ambiguity as a
trope related irony but identifies a critical edge as something that differentiates it from ambiguity.44°
Rather than an association with vagueness, the element of ambiguity in ironic usage connotes an
openness to interpretation and a refusal to follow the assumption of a fixed principle. The irony
embedded opens up the performance to countless possibilities and invites the spectator to entertain a

range of interpretations.

Although the success of irony is traditionally dependent on its communication from intention to
interpretation, in this case, the failure on the part of some audience members to decode the contextual
markers reveals an uneasy reality that adds gravity to the performance. bell hooks talks about a

contemporary revival of interest in the Apri mi

tive, O

the Other embedded in the secret (not %WWithvegardtet ) deep

the exploitation and commodification of 6dang
reveals that a major concern people identify

continually commodified and offered up as new dishes to enhance the white palated that the Other will
be eaten, c o ns umed Althongh thé monygembddded intd the performance was
consciously and deliberately designed to be overt and accessible, the unintentional situational irony that
unfolded (when some perceived the performance as non-ironic) essentially amplified the critical edge
of the performance. Critical irony tends to provoke to expose, sounding a subtle but distinct call to

reveal.

The video The Couple in the Cage is particularly interesting for its documentation of the varied reactions
of spectators. It begins with the couple being accompanied by guards as they walk towards the gilded
cage; they are led on chain leashes attached to collars around their necks. The impersonal voice of a
newsreaderi nt r oduces t laevol@taryt embasinmg dn svorld travel upon invitation by
several Euro-Amer i can cul tur al institutions so as to
Scenes of the performance are juxtaposed powerfully against images of the i Hot t e nt,od

Australian aboriginal woman and illustrations of the practice of craniometryd chilling reminders of the
invasive anthropological methods used to violate the bodies of indigenous peoples with the purpose of

creating hierarchical racial difference. Analogised alongside are also texts and images of their continued

448 See pages 68 and 117 of Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes by Lugones.
449 Hutcheon,| r ony 6,66. Ed g e

450 hooks, Black Looks, 22.

451 hooks, Black Looks, 39.
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exploitation as curiosities in circus acts such as the Ringling Brothers, interspersed with unflattering

representations of indigenous peoples in Hollywood cinema.

I n AThe EconomyAldfegMaryi:c hTeheen Functi on of Raci al Di ffe
Abdul R. JanMohamed observesthati The perception of racial difference
by economi ¢?2Theodevelopment obslave trade, new markets and the exploitation of native
labour and resources sustained the growing appetite of an imperial capitalist economy. In his essay,
JanMohamed di sti ngui shes between fAdominanto and fAhegemoni

dominant phase stretches from conquest to a colony being granted its independence, the transition to

the hegemonic phase begins with the natives interna
hegemonic phase (or neocolonialism) the natives acce|]
val ues, attitudes, morality, i nstit ut4sdonnte videa md, mor e
young man in an American navy uniform observes witho
really well, o0 referring &Amdrhiec anndd icgoemsownsp tcioounp | cefd sS avl
Coca-Cola.

The soft drink, a potent symbol of capit aghaslzeén Amer i c
the subject of many contemporary artists invoking commentaries on commodity fetishism and also coca-
colonisation or the globalisation of American culture. In 2017, an article in the newspaper El Pais found
the Coca-Cola addiction partly responsible for putting indigenous populations in Mexico at high risk for
death from diabetes. Abandoning indigenous diets based on pulses and vegetables, sugary drinks
become staple leading to malnutrition and obesity amongst native populations. Soft-drink
manufacturers and distributors strategically market their products in indigenous languages and create
situations where Coke is more accessible than drinking water and even cheaper than milk. An article
from BBCNewsMundo in 2020 mentions the interesting and ironic integration of Coke into indigenous
religious offerings of nutrition to the gods, where it has replaced the traditional corn and sugar cane

liquor. This transformative ritual aspect of Coke as a religious artefact has elevated its prestige and, in

tum,its iPironic symbolism. FtColm amdongeshnhswombheromMmroft u€bsa
tragically ironic symbol of the nativebds mimicry of
exploitation.

Aframei n t he video slaps the words AAuthentic Guatinau
(see Fig. 78). Part of the audience that believed -itoice per f o1
exposition of indigenous pyGhgstopher Cquinbus,d reaxpltaioms fardac

while Fusco is seen |l ooking at a picture book on Colu

452 Abdul R. JanMohamed, " The Economy of Manichean Allegory: The Functi
LiteratilRme e O0i Wr i t i n,ed. Henny douiDGate re(Chizaga: Eniversity of Chicago Press,

1986), 80.

453 JanMohamed, i The Economy of Mami 8iean Al l egor
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and offer patronising comments on the couple and their engagements with modern objects like the
television. In Irony in the Age of Empire: Comic Perspectives on Democracy and Freedom (2008),
Cynthia Willet asks: i Coul d satireds ironic and mocking stance t
reclaim what is otherwise in our cynical postmodern times a nostalgic and narcissistic idea of
a ut h e n t™interestiyg®,canother set of onlookers who also believed the performance to be non-
ironic exhibited a very different response. They were upset by the inhumane treatment of the aborigines
in the cage. A person even wished to withdraw their membership to the Field Museum of Natural History,

Chicago, as they were disgusted with what they believed to be a dehumanising display.

In Minneapolis, a woman from the audienceremarksé6 i f eel | i ke | 6ve been put oné
| g u MargnezéSaez observes that thiscommentiii s only a confirmation of th
the Anot knowingod what is happeni ng*>Mitdthdon dbdewese x hi bi t
thata Aher meneutic failingd on the part of a spectator

anger.#%6 She continues:

Irony can also make you edgy, nervous about how to fix meaning securely and how to determine

motivati onél f fiancteedr pwietthe rssithcahr gleedmovtailoure j udgement so ( Boc

may not be surprising that there is a certain build-up of tension (Heller 1983: 444) involved in the simple

(or not so simple) act of attributing irony to an utterance.*%’
In thisinstance,of cour se, the operative irony is not purely v
actions. The womands comment records offerdeddat thep | eas ur ¢
ambiguity of it alld she may recognise the deception involved but seems to miss the critical nature of
the irony at play. Diana Taylor speculates that perhaps what made the performance troubling for many
spectators was that they were forcedtols ee t hemsel ves as implicat*d in th
I n Madri d, another woman comments that ATheydre too
bystander seems more than content with a clarificati
not penetrate into the heart of the jungle where the couple lived. These comments indicating ironic
ineptitude i mpl i cate both women by what Lugones might call
She writes, AThe reader needs t oseparatezl ara mlboi andi i t vy, S
simultaneously curdled-separated. Otherwise, one is only seeing the success of oppression, seeing
with the | ov e r* Taflor makes a kegndlzssenator o thé startling fact that despite little

illusion of authenticity, there were people that either believed the show or felt offended by it. She writes,

454 Cynthia Willett, Irony in the Age of Empire: Comic Perspectives on Democracy and Freedom (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2008), 65.

455 Martinez-Saez, The Forgotten Flesh, 20.

456 Hutcheon,| r ony 6,88. Ed g e

457 Hutcheon,| r ony 6,88. Ed g e

458 Djana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas. Durham: Duke
University Press, 2003, 72.

459 |_ugones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes, 104.
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Agul libility ansdi deesc eqpft itome agaemd |wipl | to believe.

colonial claim; thed®ther sees only the #fAlie. o

Bakhtinds obser v a t-derunydrerch writerhFeancsise Rabelasrint Rabelais and his
World (1940, trans. 1968 and 1984) introduce the theorisation of the concept of the carnivalesque. The
carnivalesque refers not only to a historical phenomenon but also to a literary mode that subverts

dominant hierarchies, thus creating room for dialogue and the freedom of expression without

censorship. Bakhtin used the term o6carnivalé or o6carnival

festivals but also to include ritual spectacles, comic compositions, staged parodies and a whole range
of other festive practices that developed during the Middle Ages. Fusco and Gomez-Pe fad s
performance is a satirical parody of colonial expositions. It is an ironic carnivalesque spectacle
producing an ostentatious, embarrassing and disquieting reminder of the colonial past where people

were captured and shipped from former colonies to be exhibited alongside animals for public viewing.

The very nature of carnival includes a disregard for hierarchy and values inclusivity, accepting people
irrespective of social ranking, age or physical deformity. The distinctive traits of the carnivalesque are
a relaxation on strict moral codes and permissible boundaries, a dialectical atmosphere and the merging
of binaries. The Carnivalesque's numerous characteristic componentsd parody, satire, irony, the
grotesque body, hybridity, death, masquerade, abjection, excess, comedy and laughterd potentially
had the power to subvert class distinctions and revise the social order. Many of these elements feature

in Fusco and Gomez-P e { ah®&atrical work as transgressive (Fig. 5) strategies.

An intimately corporeal embodiment of irony is realised in a paid act scripted into the performance, a

T h e

es

fee of five dollars to see t he,wnsek 6mszpPefmbhbiiginglius geni t ¢

with his penis tucked between hislegs.1't i s i nteresting to draw a parallel

a similar act was meant to perform the trope of the dusky maiden while disguising her identity as
f a 6 a faad résistmg neat categorisation (see Fig. 58). As stereotypes of the Oriental male have
oscillated between dangerously oversexed to passively effeminate, with Gomez-Pefia, the act might be
construed as symbolic of the Oriental male stereotype as emasculated childish primitive or could be

seen as an act resisting the vulgar determinism of colonial ideology.

Through such provocations, the audience is implicated by their engagement with the performance and,

more specifically, through their voyeuristic fascination with the bodies of the exotic Other. A telling

response by Ar t FodanAgihas (f eat ured partly in the video), i
success in pointedly recreating the objectified body of the Other, historically consumed for pleasure and

entertainment. She states: fiThe only thihgcahétpsteand
there and suddenly realize that cultural genocide is

460 Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire, 71.
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beautiful Fuscobds d&whzmigprobabklywhatjasiabdubedeyyone else was thinking
t o L The performance ironises the scopic pleasure of the objectifying gaze of imperialism that has

historically reduced human life to a purchasable commodity.

Excess and comedy are observed in the histrionics of the performers; amusing acts of dance and
storytelling are performed for a price of fifty cents for the entertainment of the audience. The female
performs a O6natived dance t o r hgotelmnlyiperformuassiorginanhi | e t he
imaginary Guatinaui language with the comical aid of a suitcase and a rubber snake. Bakhtin also wrote
of laughter as opposed to seriousness, where laughter was considered liberating and genuine while

seriousness was calculative, mistrusted and regarded as hypocritical during the Renaissance.

Playfulness is, in part, an openness to being a fool, which is a combination of not worrying about

competence, not being self-important, not taking norms as sacred, and finding ambiguity and double

edges a source of wisdom and delight.6?
The above quote from Lugones contemplates the concept of playfulness as opposed to seriousness.
She regards herself as having the attribute of playfu
ot her s. She refrains from offering a fixed definitio
anyt hing from a society given its dominant <cultureos
construction, or even just a tiny portion of a particular society.*63® English Anthropologist, social scientist
and semiotician Gregory Bateson, in hisessayfrom 1954 AA Theory of Pl ay and
t hat a metacommunicative message either explicitly o
own words, fevery metacommunicative mes*®®geecouids or de
extrapolat e Bat esonds fAframed to mean Bkuscdand Gonez-Roe Haodwse v e r ,
performance, their use of i ronic parody frames a
accommodating both seriousness and playfulness. The parodic effects in real-time are playful, and
LUDIC (Fig. 5), but their source from the dark history of the animalisation of indigenous peoples is a

grave matter.

Metacommunicative messages aid the receiver in distinguishing whether the message is to be taken
Aseriouslyo or as fAplay. o0 As Carlson notes, these ¢
significant to thinking on performance. Although the performance is staged to promise real, tangible
aborigines from an o6undi scov e rdtdedexaggerbtedrcastumes, yhper bol e
peculiar compilation of props, gilded cage and is also embodied in the actions of the performersd the

excesses are metacommunicative signals of ironic intent. Irony, from the times of Aristotle, has often

been assigned suspect moral character as it has been seen in opposition to truthfulness and therefore

461 Jan Avgikos, AKill Al | Art\Wbrant lrdernBtienalpMa 1,998, 11.

462 | ugones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes, 83.

463 | ugones, Pilgrimages/ Peregrinajes, 77-78.

464 GregoryBat eson, AA Theory oStepstd am Ecolagy of MiRda@htcags; ondon: i n
University of Chicago Press, 2000), 188.
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likened to deception and insincerity; however, a deeper understanding reveals it to be a complex and
artful rhetorical practice. Hutcheon identifies that the difference between lying and irony is in their
intenti on. She writes that Alies ar e nasliesuosn tha
contrary, ironies ar e really only ironies when €% Kivhile
seriousness/reality/truth is customarily seen in opposition to non-serious/fiction/falsehood, irony permits

a realm where these concepts may co-exist without necessarily being mutually exclusive.

Fusco and Gémez-Pefia take a colonial practice from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
and transport it to the end of the twentieth, creating a dialogic temporal hinge through their ironic parody.
The Other, already considered as strange, has its stereotypes augmented to the level of irony in the
performance with additional O6strangeness®d in t
Judging by the reactions of varied audiences, these complexities paradoxically served to easily mark
the absurdity and satirical nature of the performance for some, while for others, complicated and
deferred perception. As Shklovsky indicates, the elongation of the aesthetic experience of perception
is favourable and, in fact, essential to an artistic experience. Irrespective of the mixed interpretations,
the act of mulling over or the slow percolation of multi-sensory perceptions seems to have transpired
with all that came into contact with the performance. Some audience in the video are seen in solemn
contemplation as the performance evoked transgenerational trauma and accounts of the violence
inflicted on their own ancestors. Towards the end of the video Gomez-Pefia in the green room talks
about the slow dawning in real-time of the critical message ensconced in the irony, a deferred
significaton.He says, A...sometimes people dondt real

|l ater or a day |l ateréand then they get wupset. o0

The video ends with a conspicuous ironic reversal, where the docents are put on leashes and led away
from the cage by Fusco and Gémez-Pefia. Irony that is politically motivated is inherently critical and
satirical. The aural messages of the docents, the literary and non-literary images in terms of the plaques
and maps, the props, electronic items, the bodies of the performers and the entire visual spectacle of
the performance are all suffused with layers of irony. The re-inscription of historical violence into the
bodies of the performers releases historically suppressed stories of colonial violence, transporting the
past into the present, offering the opportunity for a dialogic encounter. An alternate reality is presented
through this dual temporal framing, one that is released by the critical edge of its irony from the burden

of the dominant discourse of the past.

465 Hutcheon,| r ony 6,66. Ed g e
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Conclusion

The presence of irony in a work of art and its (successful) interpretation enhances the experience of the
audience by veiling and/or revealing layers of meaning and expression that might otherwise have been
buried just beneath the surface. Irony tends to produce shifts in perception, at times instantaneous and
at others, a deferred comprehension. The involvement of the audience in the process of making
meaning may render them more invested in the work. Apart from the skilful, communicative abilities of
the ironist artist, the success of irony as a discursive strategy is highly dependent on the interpreter. In
addition to misinterpretation, a hazard of employing an essentially contested concept such as irony is
that it could also risk rival application or use. As Bhabha reminds us, colonial discourse is rich with irony
and mimicry and has often exercised its authority through equivocation and dissimulation.45¢ Therefore,
while irony may possess the ability to destabilise a meta-narrative, one must recall its complicity in the
very construction of that self-legitimising meta-narrative. The use of subversive irony from a postcolonial
political position is tricky, as one may run the risk of replacing one form of hegemony with another. But
as Colebrook points out, Aionly irony can, at one and

acertaincontextanddi spl ay its own com®licity in that tyranny.

While irony may be perceived as contradictory and duplicitous, the very same characteristics
inscribed in the heart of colonial meta-narratives permit irony to affect its critical function in the
subversion of such univocal narratives. This study establishes important theoretic-practical links
between postcolonial and decolonial theory and contemporary ironic practices that subvert colonial
logic. The specific vocabulary used by postcolonial and decolonial authors that are essentially
analogous to the working dynamics of irony unearthed and presented in the form of a table illustrates
how these kinds of literature exhibit irony via diverse expressions buried in the text. This discovery
strengthens the argument that there is an implicit link between postcolonial/decolonial expression and
ironic subversion. There is no prior study that has brought these areas together in detalil.

The ambiguity of irony enables it to allow differing perspectives to co-exist. As Derrida has
demonstrated, a hierarchical dichotomous model of thinking forms the core tendency of mainstream
Western thought. Contemporary artists try to undermine these dualisms with multiplicities, ambiguities
or irony. But irony can also work to raise the subordinate term over its deemed superior. For the
purposes of this thesis then, the importance of studying irony as a subversive anti-colonial artistic
practice essentially lies in its ability to éddestabild:i
the rigid orientations of which have led to an unjust and unequal distribution of power between races,

genders and even religions. Binaries fail to reveal complexities and are tied to a reductionist logic of

466 Bhabha, LOC, 85.
467 Colebrook, Irony, 120.
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purity, whereas the multiple layers of meaning produced by irony are well suited to destabilise binary

thinking and univocal readings, encouraging openness to interpretation.

The study explores and analyses this form of non-binary subversive irony and the many ways in
which it manifests visually through:

Ambivalence

Deception

Mimicry

Inversion

Contrast

Contradiction

Incongruous juxtaposition of symbolic objects

Paradoxi cal |l ocational association (between an
installation or display)

Replication of stereotypes for the purpose of subversion
Cultivation of strangeness or ambiguity

Satirical contextual layering

These manifestations are also traced across different media, thus, building upon the current
verbal/textual understanding of irony by making room for pictorial, structural, performative and site-

specific modes of irony.

Binary structures function through mutually exclusive systems where a view is singularly only either
right or wrong, with the norm established through domination, leaving no room for overlapping or
alternate perspectives. While subversive irony certainly immerses us in conflict and is forged through
contradiction and opposing views, it does not necessarily present us with an either/or perspective but
rather with a both/and form of thinking. This mutually inclusive system allows for polyvocal expression
and overlapping viewpoints. For instance, S h o n i bambivaléns deceptive medium of the African
batik textile, which embodies multiple cultural identities (and curdled logic), is in itself emblematic of a
O0bot h/ and o6 Fusthei, hisguxtappsktigning of this medium with dissonant contexts serve to
COMPLICATE (see Fig. 5) histories and identities. This method activates the DISTANCING function
of irony and refuses the dominance of a singular narrative presenting instead, hybrid perspectives
acknowledging the contingency of ethnic and cultural identity. Across the cases studied, it is
interesting to note that irony lends itself to varying forms of resistance. Some are more polemical than

others.

artwor
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With the imitative parodies of Pushpamala, Kihara and Shah, we find that their methods of subversive
resistance are presented through inversions and ironic echoes of dominant narratives, fashioned by
hierarchies of race, class, gender and sexuality. English literary theorist Terry Eagleton is of the view
that #fAall oppositional politicsé move under the sign

ontheira nt a g o4 Heelaborates:

Ironically, then, a politics of difference or specificity is in the first place in the cause of sameness and
universal identityd the right of a group victimized in its particularity to be on equal terms with others as
far as their self-determination is concerned. This is the kernel of truth of bourgeois Enlightenment: the
abstract universal right of all to be free, the shared essence or identity of all human subjects to be
autonomous. In a further dialectical twist, however, this truth itself must be left behind as soon as
seized; for the only point of enjoying such universal abstract equality is to discover and live one's own
particular difference. The telos of the entire process is not, as the Enlightenment believed, universal
truth, right and identity, but concrete particularity. It is just that such particularity has to pass through that
abstract equality and come out somewhere on the other side, somewhere quite different from where it
happens to be standing now.*%°
Ea gl et o nsépplicablie éokhe working politics of Pushpamala, Kihara and Shah. In their artwork
presented in the final chapter, we observe that by installing their critical responses (to the subjugation
of racial, gendered and sexual identity) by colonial logic, they REINFORCE it so as to unmask its
supremacist falsehoods. A purist colonial logic is co-opted in order to curdle it. The source of oppression
via ethnographic document, reductive stereotype or exclusionary tactic is repeated ironically while its
narrative is interrupted in order to move beyond it. For instance, Pushpamala and Kihara go beyond the
passivity typical of the ethnographic subject to reclaim agency in their ironic echoes of ethnographic
portraits. This enables the SELF-PROTECTIVE function of irony and is at once both self-deprecating
and defensive,appearing on both positive and(Fig. &)glikewisg,e si des
Shah enacts her oppositional politics with the transgressive queering of a classical, sanctified mother
and child image, disturbing strictly maintained hierarchies between genders and classes, transforming
social relationships and notions of family and parenthood. Both Kihara and Shah reject the domination
of the heterosexual norm through t hei rpetformmtivsagty essi ve
there is also a sense of trickery, as she ridicules categorical purity and induces ambiguity as she

masquerades effortlessly and deceptively across gender identities.

A number of works in the final chapter mimic stereotypes ironically in order to disrupt and destabilise
the fixity of cultural and ethnic otherness. Apart from Pushpamal a mimdyoki har ads
ethnographic portraits, the seemingly frivolous and LUDIC irony of Fusco and Gomez-P e  gpéradic
performance undermines assumptions of primitive otherness. The cultivation of strangeness and
satirical contextual layering is particularly notable in this performative piece. We observe the
phenomenological aspects of incorporating and encountering irony through their corporeal embodiment

oft he stereotype ofTheyhreniseitghroughmtheiricarnivélesque dpextacle involving

468 Terry Eagleton,i Nat i onal i s m: | r o n Watianalidm, Catomatism; anet Literatuce i n
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1990), 26.
“Eagleton, fANationalism: Irony and Commitment, o 30.
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plastic props, paid entertainment and excesses while satirically attacking the practice of exhibiting
indigenous peoples. Walker, on the other hand, does something different in her handling of the black
mammy stereotype. Applying massive scale and imbuing the stereotype with associations to the sphinx,
she transforms it into an object that demands reverence and veneration. By Eagl et on6s- account

conscious irony seems to be an important and almost inevitable component of emancipatory politics.

Another common thread observed in some of the artworks discussed is the paradoxical use ofthe 6 s i @ e

where it is simultaneously and profoundly associated with both a historic (and maybe continuing)

oppression and its contemporary opposition. Thi s sy mbol i ¢ | ocati onal associ at
expression of dissent and its site of installatoni s seen in Wal kerés ctopagyce of t
tribute to enslaved workers. Likewise, Fusco and Gémez-P e | asatsical pseudo-anthropological

exhibition was performed in locations associated with the dehumanising display of natives, such as

museums of natural history and public gardens. Additionally, the performance coincided with the
quincentennial anniversary of Columbusé s v oyage t o andhvas aldonperfoimedaas the

Columbus Plaza in Madrid, marking his complicit role in facilitating the brutal practice of displaying

indigenous peoples. This contrasting contextual layering of problematic moments in history with a

satirical counter-commemorative performance staged in memorialised locations augments i r ony 6 s
OPPOSITIONAL and ASSAILING functions.

Wilson is another artist who exploits paradoxical locational associations as his critique of the museum
is positioned deliberately within the heart of its hallowed halls. While his juxtaposition of seemingly
incongruent objects highlights difference, they also reveal nuances of the interrelatedness of the objects
on display. Objects from the mu s e u eolfestion, otherwise buried, are exposed to the spotlight along
with their uncomfortable histories and the questionable nature of their acquisitions. His perceptive
metaphorical layering of contexts further enhances the satirical tenor of his installations. His irony-
imbued installations challenge the cultural homogeneity of the artefacts and objects that were on display

at The Maryland Historical Society.

Ever so often, homogeneity assumes the language of totalitarianism, giving one cause to be discerning
of purportedly unifying principles. Universalism cloaked in the garb of a higher purpose has historically
served to create discriminatory structures of hierarchy. Conveyed through contradictions, aberrations
and reversals, irony as a postcolonial discursive strategy seems a canny tactic to strike at the foundation
of Eurocentric bias, bringing about a reckoning of imperial history. The ironic act unravels the principles
of hierarchy and exclusion inscribed in colonial logic while mobilising awareness of its harmful and
enduring impact. We observe a transnational approach in employing irony to record resistance to the
many relative experiences of colonialism and coloniality from the examples cited. But in that resistance,
we also find room for dialogue and the creation of new and alternate perspectives. While this
demonstration of resistance courts a risk of misinterpretation, the liminal space that it offersd the
thresholds and bordersd are often left ungoverned by the laws of both/multiple sides, allowing for a

tangible polyvocalism; one that can be experienced in dynamic, visual, haptic and spatial dimensions.
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