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EDITOR’S NOTE

I expect that many of you would agree that the most difficult 
part of writing is deciding where to begin. As I sit here, crafting 
sentences, searching for the Flaubertian mot juste, it strikes me how 
variedly the essays in this volume find their beginnings. Whether 
inspired by a critic’s unconventional relationship with her dog or 
a novel’s unorthodox morphology, the authors in this book foster 
intimate connections between themselves, the texts, and now, 
the readers. And why not? We engage in literary analysis because 
texts mean something to us. Because they strike a chord, offer a 
moment of confusion, or spark our curiosity. Such is the nature 
of scholarship in the humanities; it does not thrive on detached 
objectivity but on close encounters with writings that touch and 
move us in idiosyncratic ways.  

Serendipitously, many of the essays in this volume also deal with 
encounters of different sorts: encounters with otherness that result 
in recognitions of desire or kinship, dialogic meetings between two 
linguistic models or two poems, and encounters of the alien kind. 
Within the twelfth volume of IDIOM, you are invited to scrutinize 
the limitations imposed on Indigenous women’s voices, explore 
Swift’s neologisms, and wander through the imaginary lands of an 
early modern travel play. Wherever you alight, whether you read 
one or all, I hope you find these essays as stimulating and resonant as 
we have found them to be. 

 So many thanks are in order to the people without whom this 
volume would not exist. A round of thanks is due to the 2017-2018 
Editorial Board—this volume would not be possible without our 
discussions and fruitful disagreements, the late nights sacrificed to 
editing, and your inexhaustible energy. I am especially grateful to 
my successor, Leyland Rochester, whose consistently optimistic 
and calming outlook was a much-needed offset to my often frantic 
leadership. Equally deserving of gratitude is my predecessor, Victoria 
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Evangelista, on whom I have relied for her generous advice and 
encouragement (and free therapy sessions). The preparation of this 
volume owes much to the indispensable assistance of Dr. Vikki 
Visvis, whose seminar has equipped yet another Editorial Board 
with the skills and confidence necessary to tackle the editing process. 
I am also deeply indebted to Professor Thomas Keymer for his 
expert guidance and kind reassurance throughout the final stages of 
the process. I would like to thank Becky Caunce for her unfailing 
ingenuity and hard work in ensuring that IDIOM’s aesthetic 
appeal is as impressive as its intellectual offerings. To the sponsors 
of IDIOM Volume 12, thank you for allowing our publication to 
continue to recognize humanities research and the exemplary work 
produced by English undergraduate students. And, of course, this 
volume owes its existence to the passion and patience of our authors, 
whose generosity in sharing their work and whose unflagging efforts 
to refine it are the reason you are reading these pages. 

 Writing of the difficulties of studying world literature, in his 
essay “The Philology of World Literature,” Erich Auerbach posits 
that the work of literary criticism must be “a product of personal 
intuition. […] Complete success in such an endeavour would in fact 
be at once a scholarly achievement and a work of art.” Although his 
concern lies with devising a methodology for dealing with a vast 
amount of textual material, Auerbach’s claim about the individual 
and intuitive quality of critical writing is well-suited to the aims 
of this journal. As you enter this volume, dear reader, and stroll 
along its pages, I urge you to consider the following works both as 
scholarly achievements and as artistic effusions of our undergraduate 
students. Read their words and appreciate their style. Spend some 
time with these essays, and be inspired to write your own.

MARIA AL-RAES, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
March 2018
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THE TENSION BETWEEN CONTACT AND 
ISOLATION IN DON DELILLO’S ZERO K: TWO 
OPPOSING MODELS OF LANGUAGE, ONE 
COEXISTENT FORM

Josh Scott

The idea for this paper, which was originally written for ENG435: Post-
humanism and Contemporary Fiction, stemmed from the author’s interest in the 
purpose and capacity of words in Don DeLillo’s 2016 novel Zero K. This led him 
to consider two of the novel’s characters in terms of the models of language that 
effectively underpin their attempts to make sense of their place in the universe. 
This paper explores the tension that DeLillo’s Zero K enacts between contact 
and isolation as reflective of DeLillo’s articulation of two antithetical models of 
language: the idea of language as a self-contained or isolated system versus the 
idea of language as facilitating extra-linguistic experience or contact. The paper 
argues that, in Zero K, DeLillo not only situates these two opposing systems of 
language alongside one another but also, in so doing, constructs a form in the 
novel that makes viable their coexistence. It asserts that the tension between 
these two linguistic models informs our understanding of the text, its characters, 
and their attempts to make sense of their respective inner and outer worlds, and 
that considering this tension makes possible the imaginative approach of our own 
relationship to language. The author would like to thank Professor Naomi Mor-
genstern for her critical encouragement and feedback during the drafting of this 
essay, as well as Shir Zisckind, Lucy Fang, and Hilary Lo for their valued support 
and insight throughout the editing process.

Josh Scott
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In Don DeLillo’s 2016 novel Zero K, Artis Martineau chooses prolonged 
life in the form of cryogenic preservation; in so doing, she opts to live an 

isolated, self-contained existence. In contrast, the novel’s protagonist Jeffrey 
Lockhart selects the inverse: he keeps his existing life, mortality and all, in 
order to live an existence in which contact with the world outside himself 
remains possible. DeLillo preserves both pursuits and the linguistic models 
that underlie them alongside one another in Zero K. In this paper, I read 
Don DeLillo’s Zero K in terms of the tension it enacts between contact and 
isolation as reflective of the tension between two seemingly contradictory 
notions of language: the idea of language as a self-contained (or isolated) 
system and the idea of language as facilitating extra-linguistic experience 
(contact). In Zero K, the notion of language as self-contained is most ap-
parent in the case of Artis and her time in the cryopreservation chamber in 
the chapter entitled “Artis Martineau,” whereas language as extra-linguistic 
is best represented by Jeffrey and his experiences and observations near the 
end of the novel in chapters nine and ten. However, in discussing the above 
pairings, I shall also demonstrate how Artis and Jeffrey, even in exemplify-
ing one of the two models of language, effectively and simultaneously strive 
towards its opposite. Thus, through the characters of Artis and Jeffrey, De-
Lillo not only situates these two ostensibly antithetical models of language 
side-by-side but also, in the process, creates a structure in the form of the 
novel itself that preserves and enables the coexistence of both.

First, consider the model of language as self-contained. In a practical 
sense, words are signs that refer to something other than themselves. How-
ever, as critic Jerome Klinkowitz writes in his work, Structuring the Void: 
The Struggle for Subject in Contemporary American Fiction (1992), postmodern 
thought—deconstructive philosophy in particular—posits: “We are never 
really talking about things, only the relationships between them” (1).  In 
effect, words (signs) are only able to refer to meanings that must then be 
further explained by other words. This results in a closed language system of 
words that only serve to qualify other words—a system to which meaning is 
external. Moreover, if we accept this idea, along with the notion that fiction 
is inherently artificial and self-referential and that its subject matter is, by 
nature, nonexistent, then, by extension, it becomes impossible for fiction 
to represent or be in dialogue with anything outside of itself. Klinkowitz 
attempts to explain exactly what writers are writing about in light of this 
dilemma. His main assertion is that, due to this disconnect between fiction 
and reality, fiction’s role is simply to “structure the void” (2). While Zero 
K could perhaps be understood as offering a new way of structuring the 

The Tension Between Contact and Isolation
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void between fiction and reality, such a question is beyond the purview of 
this paper, and I seek only to borrow Klinkowitz’s postulation of the idea of 
language as a self-contained system. 

This tension between the idea of language as a self-contained system 
and the idea of language as extra-linguistic is inherent to fiction. For Ronald 
Sukenick, writing in In Form: Critical Digressions on the Act of Fiction (1985), 
while “language is a self-contained system […] the art of fiction and poetry 
lies precisely in opening that system up to experience beyond language” 
(11). A convincing case could be made that this is one of the main reasons 
that we write and read fiction. Yet, the contradiction in Sukenick’s claim is 
immediately clear: accepting that language is a self-contained system appears 
to necessarily prohibit us from accepting that language is capable of facilitat-
ing extra-linguistic experience (and vice versa). In order to better approach 
this contradiction, it helps to first formulate it in the following terms: read-
ers willingly suspend their disbelief when they read works of fiction, and in 
turn, their willingness to do so tends to depend upon the extent to which 
a given work of fiction pulls the reader into itself—into its language, and 
consequently, its self-contained system. Simultaneously, novels often pull 
readers in by convincing them that they present or allude to an “experience 
beyond language” (however illusory this impression), be it a particularly 
engrossing or realistic narrative depiction of reality, a striking image, or one 
of any number of other similar, extra-linguistic experiences (11).

Zero K is a novel that demonstrates the tension between these two 
models of language. It has, on one hand a character who is willing to enter 
a state that entails foregoing material reality altogether and, with it, any sort 
of extra-linguistic experience, and on the other, a protagonist who seems to 
prefer his words connected to people, material objects, and readily defin-
able concepts. What this results in is the acting out of these two competing 
notions of not just what language is, but also of what it can accomplish in 
the novel.

Zero K most clearly enacts the idea of the novel as a closed system 
in the middle section named after Artis. This section appears just before 
Part Two and seems to be both separated off from but nonetheless part of 
Part One (DeLillo 155–62). In it, Artis finally resigns herself to a chamber 
inside “The Convergence,” a cryopreservation-enabling compound that 
Jeffrey’s father is both personally and financially invested in. With this 
resignation, she enters a state of suspended, disembodied consciousness 

Josh Scott
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wherein she is effectively permitted language in the form of consciousness 
but deprived of any outside experience to connect it to. As such, DeLillo 
portrays language as pure thought, and words as detached from everything 
they are meant to connote. In practice, what this looks like is a series of 
disconnected thoughts that occur in no particular order and produce little 
in the way of resolution or narrative development: “Everything I don’t 
know is right here with me but how do I make myself know it” (159); “It 
is only when I say something that I know that I am here” (161). These 
thoughts, which could be further divided into questions and assertions, 
convey as a string of declarative statements, as DeLillo punctuates even Ar-
tis’ direct questions with periods instead of question marks: “But where is 
here and how long am I here and am I only what is here” (157). A question 
mark is a form of punctuation that concludes a sentence and signifies that 
it is a direct question: it acts as a grammatical signpost that both allows one 
to make sense of the words that precede it and creates the expectation that 
a response should follow. In turn, if a response does follow, it establishes a 
clear connection between sentences, and if a response does not follow, it 
exacerbates the existing disconnect between sentences. The convention-
al relationship can be understood thus: question mark (signifier) signifies 
the fact that the sentence it follows is a direct question (signified). In this 
section, however, DeLillo takes the notion of word (sign) as detached from 
object (signified) to its logical conclusion and portrays word as signified. 
In so doing, he brings the already slow narrative thrust of Zero K to a halt, 
temporarily suspending the reader in much the same fashion as Artis elects 
to suspend her sense of self. 

In the process, DeLillo illustrates the limit of words as detached 
entirely from material experience: Artis cannot even determine with any 
surety where “here” is, or who she is (157, 160). The underlying irony is 
that Artis enters the chamber in the first place in order to preserve herself, 
in pursuit of something greater—a more permanent, more lasting identi-
ty—and in the process, reduces herself to words that signify nothing more 
than themselves (160). As a result, Artis becomes unable to establish who 
she is or where she is; she becomes unable to access anything extra-linguis-
tic, anything outside of the words she thinks: “Are the words themselves 
all there is. Am I just the words” (160). Essentially, in this section, DeLillo 
depicts language as a closed, isolated system of endless relation: a model 
that offers no resolution and no contact with experience outside itself. Sim-
ilarly, DeLillo illustrates that the same may be true of the novel as a whole.

The Tension Between Contact and Isolation
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The language through which DeLillo frames the beginning and the 
end of Zero K also suggests that the novel is a closed system. Through 
Jeffrey’s perspective, we learn that his father, Ross, “left when [Jeffrey] was 
thirteen” (DeLillo 14). Jeffrey has an oppositional relationship with Ross, in 
the sense that Ross, like Artis, wants to leave the existing world of lan-
guage and material reality to enter a world consisting only of disconnected, 
untethered words, whereas Jeffrey wants the inverse. In many ways, Ross 
dominates Zero K, even directing some of its main events: for instance, it 
is Ross who invites Jeffrey to “The Convergence” (13). Ross’s words also 
begin the novel: “Everybody wants to own the end of the world” (1, emphasis in 
original), and in a sense, they also conclude it as, for Jeffrey, Ross’s words 
appear again at the end (274). The notion of owning the end of the world 
is particularly interesting in light of the language Jeffrey uses in the novel’s 
final sentence: “I didn’t need heaven’s light. I had the boy’s cries of won-
der,” he says (274, emphasis mine). Jeffrey witnesses some sort of solar event 
vicariously in the scene prior to this statement, seeing and responding to a 
small child’s reaction to it (273). On the one hand, Jeffrey asserts that he 
does not need the promise of an afterlife, by which we can safely presume 
him to mean that he does not need “The Convergence”—the compound 
he rightly associates with his father. Ultimately, Jeffrey rejects his father’s 
path and his father’s needs, and charts his own course, one that is bound up 
in the language of ownership: in this sense, Jeffrey’s assertion only serves to 
confirm his father’s initial claim. This last line, in being couched in the lan-
guage of ownership, completes a circle that began with the first line of the 
novel. In this case, the end of the world described could be understood as 
the end of Zero K, its last line a cementation of its finish and, thus, sugges-
tive that the novel and its language are indeed closed systems. And yet, both 
scenes and characters also find a way to demonstrate the inverse.

The italicized lines in “Artis Martineau” suggest that Artis’ first-per-
son consciousness establishes a third-person witness within itself. All of 
the paragraphs contained within this section are fairly short and read as 
though they are lines of disconnected dialogue, despite the fact that they 
are all unattributed and unframed by quotation marks. Some paragraphs are 
non-italicized and written in first person, while others are italicized and 
written in third person. It is safe to assume that the non-italicized parts are 
Artis’ thoughts. However, the italicized parts also seem as though they are 
her own, although they are written in third person. Seeing as she is inside 
the cryopreservation chamber, they must belong to her: Artis is “alone” and 
in a state described as “solitude in extremis” (DeLillo 67). Italicized parts 

Josh Scott
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like “She knows these words. She is all words but she doesn’t know how to get out 
of words into being someone, being the person who knows the words” (157) suggest 
that Artis’s first-person consciousness has established her own third-person 
witness within itself, an idea with striking implications: that Artis, even 
when placed in the most extreme possible constraints (in a version of lan-
guage as a self-contained system taken by DeLillo to its absolute extreme), 
still strives within this self-contained language to construct a meaningful di-
alogue with an outside party. Thus, like Jeffrey, she begins to move towards 
some model of extra-linguistic experience.

Jeffrey wants to live in a world in which language is extra-linguistic. 
Throughout the novel, Jeffrey yearns for words that connect to reality—
words that connect to or make contact with experience outside of words 
themselves, not words as “wishful poetry” (DeLillo 66). While inside “The 
Convergence,” Jeffrey is “always repeating things […] verifying, trying to 
establish secure placement” (139); he continually speaks words aloud in or-
der to establish his own sense of stability and security, to connect his words 
to his surroundings and in so doing, anchor himself. Jeffrey decides that 
he wants a world of language that is connected to material reality, that, es-
sentially, he wants to live in the world of signifier and signified—the world 
of “the determined father in his uterine tube. The aging son in his routine 
pursuits” (238), the world in which secure placement is possible if only you 
“check the wallet, check the keys. The walls, the floor, the furniture” (238). 
These features, together with the words he uses to describe them, allow 
Jeffrey to stabilize himself in his world, in history, and in his own story. 
Near the end of the novel, Jeffrey swears off the abstract and proclaims that 
he is “done with theories and arguments” because he has reconciled himself 
to the fact that he needs these familiar, concrete reference points and clearly 
defined roles in order to orient himself in his world: the world of the story 
(253). The end of Zero K, understood in terms of the final nonverbal im-
pression it leaves the reader with, further asserts this.

Zero K closes with a more lasting and convincing image of language 
as extra-linguistic. It occurs when Jeffrey “[begins] to notice a glow, a tide 
of light,” the product of a vaguely defined solar event involving a “flaring 
sun” that more specifically entails Jeffrey witnessing and interpreting a 
young boy’s striking reaction to this event (DeLillo 273). The instance, for 
Jeffrey, does not involve physical or even mutual contact—Jeffrey simply 
notices the boy’s “cries” and “prelinguistic grunts” and the boy does not 
notice Jeffrey (274). However, it does still involve figurative extra-linguistic 

The Tension Between Contact and Isolation
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contact from which Jeffrey derives meaning: Jeffrey surmises, or rather tells 
himself that “the boy [… is] finding the purest astonishment in the intimate 
touch of earth and sun” (274). In short, Jeffrey experiences a moment of 
extra-linguistic contact and connection, asserting that he does not “need 
heaven’s light [since he has] the boy’s cries of wonder” (274). Essentially, 
the experience Jeffrey communicates here is dependent upon the words he 
uses to express it: his ability to describe the experience not only informs but 
predicates our understanding of the experience itself as potentially being 
extra-linguistic, given that Jeffrey must first articulate an impression of the 
boy’s sounds through language. However, this description and the conse-
quent image it produces is also one that attempts to reach beyond words 
toward extra-linguistic experience; Jeffrey characterizes the boy’s “howls of 
awe” as “far more suitable than words” (274). This is a depiction of lan-
guage as extra-linguistic that asserts, if not real connection through and past 
language, a striving on Jeffrey’s part to use language to facilitate extra-lin-
guistic connection. That the novel ends on such an image is significant for 
a number of reasons. It is the only impression of its kind and degree that 
appears in Zero K. Its assertiveness is undermined by the way in which 
Jeffrey processes real extra-linguistic connection elsewhere in the novel: 
Jeffrey is “afraid of other people’s houses” after all—in part, because he is 
not sure “how to respond [to] the clinging intimacy of” seeing their houses 
(53): Jeffrey is not scared of material reality per se, but rather, of his inabili-
ty to articulate a suitable response to it. This impression is also complicated 
by the fact that a moment of this degree could only truly occur following 
the final sentence of a written text, given that only then is it permitted the 
chance to stand alone, outside of, and perhaps beyond words. For, while 
the impression is delivered to the reader through language, it extends past 
language insofar as it is the novel’s closing image, and after it, the reader 
receives no more words, and is instead left with a prevailing impression of 
this extra-linguistic connection and a partially blank page; the words stop 
but the nonverbal impression of the boy’s cries of wonder remains, however 
small and temporary.

Many of Don DeLillo’s characters make various attempts at preser-
vation in response to their extreme anxieties towards their own mortality. 
Some try to preserve themselves and their own consciousness, as in the case 
of Artis in Zero K; others try to preserve their peace of mind, as in the case 
of Jack from White Noise. Zero K’s Jeffrey, on the other hand, aims for pres-
ervation in a different sense: he tries to retain, keep alive, and make lasting 
a particular extra-linguistic experience of contact—the impression of the 

Josh Scott
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boy’s cries of wonder at the end of the novel. Whether Jeffrey truly succeeds 
in doing so, especially given that the form of the novel as a closed system 
problematizes his effort, is a different matter altogether, a question without 
an obvious or relevant answer. Of course, there is an important reason for 
this: it is Jeffrey’s, and, by extension DeLillo’s, attempt to reach beyond the 
constraints of language and the novel that matters here most. To a lesser 
degree, Artis strives to do the same: from inside the cryopreservation cham-
ber and with it, a state of suspended consciousness characterized by words 
detached from all outside experience (isolation), she reaches beyond herself 
and builds a third-person witness in order to better understand her position. 
She imaginatively constructs an extra-personal counterpart—the closest 
she can get, given the circumstances, to a model resembling extra-linguistic 
experience (contact). Models of language are, by nature, models of under-
standing, ways of making sense of our existence in the world. What the 
above affirms is that Artis and Jeffrey, regardless of their proclivities, are 
informed by the tension between these two at first seemingly oppositional 
models of language: language as a self-contained, or isolated, system versus 
language as allowing for extra-linguistic experience, or contact. What this 
also indicates is that the two models coexist in Zero K not despite their 
opposition but because of it. As DeLillo demonstrates, the two models func-
tion as contrapuntal forces in Zero K that each significantly and contempo-
raneously inform the text, its characters, and their attempts to make sense of 
their respective inner and outer worlds. In so doing, DeLillo preserves both 
linguistic models alongside one another in the form of Zero K. He builds a 
novelistic structure in which the two may, and do, viably coexist and lend 
to a richer understanding of not just Zero K and its characters’ relation to 
language, but perhaps of our own as well.
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THE INERTIA OF INNOCENCE IN
WILLIAM BLAKE’S “THE CHIMNEY
SWEEPER” POEMS

Audrey Chen

It was no casual encounter that riveted Audrey’s interest on writing about 
William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and of Experience for ENG308: Romantic Poetry 
and Prose. Struck by the contrast between the aesthetic simplicity and com-
plex thematic content of Blake’s poetry, Audrey sought to present the dialogue 
between “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence and “The Chimney Sweeper” of 
Experience as a critical examination of the exploitation-driven reality of the social 
order hidden underneath the façade of the institutional teachings of the eigh-
teenth century. Specifically, she argues that “The Chimney Sweeper” of Expe-
rience undermines both the stiff syntactical structure and instructional power of 
the religious references used in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence to highlight 
how socially accepted teachings restrain the individual’s awareness of such issues 
as political corruption and the victimization of vulnerable groups. After analysing 
the depth of meaning behind Blake’s conscious use (and destabilization) of recog-
nizable religious imagery and a didactic poetic form accessible even to children, 
Audrey concludes that these poems serve to warn the reader that social and re-
ligious indoctrination can perpetuate an ignorance that can be romanticized as a 
state of innocence. For the reader to move forward, then, is to approach even the 
seeming straightforwardness of Blake’s Songs with a critical perspective.

Audrey Chen
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The rumblings of socio-political discontent emanating from the French 
Revolution are echoed in William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and of 

Experience. Although the movement is never directly referenced in his 
poems, Blake’s Songs expand upon the discourse of reform circulating in 
France and England at the time. By contrasting the moralistic poetry of his 
Songs of Innocence with the critical responses of his Songs of Experience, Blake 
engages with the dialogue of social critique, a dynamic that is best repre-
sented through the relationship between “The Chimney Sweeper” poems 
of Innocence and Experience. In these two poems, Blake encourages a re-as-
sessment of the moralistic doctrines espoused by institutional authorities 
like the Church of England and highlights the plight of children who are 
both targeted by and used as symbols for these value systems. Significant-
ly, “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence promotes a state of innocence 
where misgivings about the social condition of vulnerable individuals are 
anesthetized by the impact of religious instruction. Tom Dacre, the poem’s 
central chimney sweep, embodies this condition of ideological institu-
tionalization, as his unhappiness towards his position as a child labourer is 
eventually transformed by the pleasant religious imagery of his dream into 
an acceptance of his bondage. In contrast, the unnamed chimney sweep’s 
anguish in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Experience reveals how authori-
ty figures, whether familial or political, employ the devices of religious 
authority to justify the maintenance of an exploitative social order. Blake 
uses a fixed poetic structure and repetitive rhyme scheme to reinforce the 
didactic ideology of “The Chimney-Sweeper” of Innocence, while employ-
ing a terse poetic structure and modified rhyming pattern to challenge 
social and linguistic confines in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Experience. 
The connection between “The Chimney Sweeper” poems reveals how 
ideology can entrap the individual into stagnation, as continued exposure 
to institutional doctrines normalizes the conditions of the status quo such 
that the individual is compelled to accept an assigned position within the 
social hierarchy rather than attempt to break free.

Blake develops the didactic ideology of “The Chimney Sweeper” of 
Innocence by utilizing religious imagery both to foster the appeal of religious 
doctrine and to normalize the condition of chimney sweeps. The poem’s 
characterization of God in Tom Dacre’s dream exemplifies this relationship 
between religion and an acceptance of the social order. Notably, the Angel 
who appears in Tom’s dream describes God as a surrogate “father” (20) 
under whose influence the orphaned Tom will “never want joy” (20). This 
construction of God as a magnanimous parental figure not only enhances 
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religion’s appeal, as it provides a medium through which the individual can 
supposedly access such familial compassion, but also establishes an incen-
tive for Tom to continue his labours as a chimney sweep: he will be able to 
attain personal security only by being “good” (19) and performing his social 
“duty” (24). The poem’s generous depiction of God reinforces the legitima-
cy of the existing social order, as it persuades working children like Tom to 
believe that their labours are necessary for attaining a heavenly father’s pro-
tection. The poem’s comparison of Tom to a lamb in the phrase “curl’d like 
a lamb’s back” (6) also employs religious imagery to strengthen the individ-
ual’s adherence to religious and social conventions. Here, the poem likens 
Tom to a Biblical symbol of purity and Christian sacrifice; this comparison 
idealizes Tom’s acceptance of his social position by depicting his belief that 
his labours will earn him a place in God’s faithful flock as a demonstration 
of faith and innocence. The religious references in “The Chimney Sweeper” 
of Innocence thus depict religious doctrine and the tenets of social duty in an 
appealing light in order to endorse a trust in the social order.

However, the negative presentation of religious authority in “The 
Chimney Sweeper” of Experience prompts the reader to re-examine the role 
that religious imagery plays in shaping the nature of innocence. For instance, 
“The Chimney Sweeper” of Experience undermines the image of God as a 
charitable father figure in the lines, “God & his Priest & King / Who make 
up a heaven of our misery” (11-12). Here, the connection between religion 
and the individual is centred on exploitation, as both God and “his” (11) 
worldly representatives “make up a heaven of” (12), or unjustly glorify, a 
social structure that profits from child labour. This conscious distortion of 
human suffering carried out by institutional authorities reflects how religion 
is used in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence to make laborious tasks seem 
more palatable to the chimney sweeps themselves. The fact that the word 
“his” (11) is not capitalized in these lines, as it usually would be in reference 
to God, also reveals how Blake diminishes the sense of divine virtue and au-
thority associated with God and the religious and political figures at the apex 
of the social order. In fact, “The Chimney-Sweeper” of Experience presents 
the influence of religious authority as a threat to the family unit, as the par-
ents of the chimney-sweep are so compelled by the need to “praise” (11) the 
Church’s supposed charity, that they abandon their child “among the snow” 
(1). Institutional religious doctrine, when viewed through the filter of “The 
Chimney Sweeper” of Experience, thus becomes a means through which 
authority figures condone an exploitative social hierarchy. 
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This disenchanting image of religion troubles such picturesque reli-
gious symbols as the lamb in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence. The 
lamb becomes a figure of victimization, as the forced shaving of Tom’s 
lamb-like curls highlights a bodily violation of a traditional symbol of in-
nocence. The fact that Tom’s head is shaved like a sheep is sheared for its 
wool highlights the commodification of innocence that is achieved through 
the economic exploitation of children. This critical reframing of the lamb 
symbol also transforms the speaker’s act of telling Tom to “hush” (7) his 
grief: a gesture of comfort becomes an unsettling methodology of indoctrina-
tion. When the speaker rationalizes the shaving by stating that Tom will not 
have to worry about dirtying his “white hair” (8), the reader is reminded of 
how the Angel (who functions as a voice for religious authority) rationalizes 
Tom’s social condition by idealizing the nature of his labours. The speaker’s 
response thus prevents Tom from questioning why his body is subjected to 
unwanted force and keeps him in a state of ignorance regarding the injustice 
of his wider socioeconomic position. The speaker himself becomes a mouth-
piece for the institutionalized belief that the status of chimney sweeps is not 
meant to be criticized or changed, reinforcing the concept of innocence as an 
exploited and unquestioning condition that ultimately prevents the individu-
al from grasping the reality of their social status. 

The formal choices of “The Chimney Sweeper” poems help reinforce 
their differing perspectives on the relationship between innocence and insti-
tutionalized thought. Although both poems begin with introductions that 
showcase the plight of orphaned chimney sweeps, “The Chimney Sweeper” 
of Innocence prevents the reader from considering the wider implications of 
this condition by placing the introduction within a predictable structure of 
exposition, tension, and resolution. Meanwhile, “The Chimney Sweeper” of 
Experience utilizes a fragmented and non-chronological structure to challenge 
the composition and content of its counterpart. “The Chimney Sweeper” 
of Innocence is divided into six quatrains spanning a carefully paced narrative 
structure. The first two stanzas introduce the difficult conditions of chimney 
sweeps, the following two stanzas substantiate the religious images that pro-
vide solutions to the tension generated by Tom’s despair at these conditions, 
and the final two stanzas directly articulate the resolution to Tom’s doubts. 
The application of a two-stanza exposition, expansion, and resolution creates 
a defined progression of ideas that concludes with a single dogmatic state-
ment regarding the social order: “[s]o if all do their duty, they need not 
fear harm” (24). In other words, the poem’s orderly structure reflects its 
didactic nature, as the rigid and symmetrical progression of the stanzas not 
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only prevents the reader from moving beyond the poem’s fixed sequence 
of ideas, but also forcibly guides the reader to its conclusion. In contrast, 
“The Chimney Sweeper” of Experience is comprised of only three quatrains. 
Instead of mimicking the chronological sequence of events in “The Chimney 
Sweeper” of Innocence, “The Chimney Sweeper” of Experience constructs its 
stanzas around snapshots of the chimney sweep’s emotional responses to his 
situation. For example, impressions constitute the focus of the poem’s second 
and third stanzas, such as the parents’ misleading impressions of their child’s 
state of mind and the chimney sweep’s own impressions of his “misery” (12). 
This format emphasizes the chimney sweep’s raw grief at his situation, which 
undermines the idealization of his socioeconomic position in “The Chimney 
Sweeper” of Innocence. While an orderly and conventional poetic structure 
in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence parallels its didactic presentation of 
the social order, the short and non-chronological structure of “The Chimney 
Sweeper” of Experience destabilizes this order.

In addition to poetic structure, the repetitive rhyme scheme and 
simplistic diction of “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence parallel and 
supplement the poem’s ideological constraints. The rhyme scheme follows 
an AABB pattern, with each quatrain assuming a new pair of rhymes. For 
instance, the first stanza uses two rhyming pairs, “young” (1) and “tongue” 
(2), and “weep” (3) and “sleep” (4), while the remaining stanzas continue 
this type of pattern in the rest of the poem. The end rhymes are also com-
posed of monosyllabic words such as “night” (9) and “sight” (10)—in fact, 
the entire poem does not employ words exceeding two syllables. The com-
bination of a repetitive rhyming pattern and simplistic word choice forces the 
reader to follow a string of words ending in short and predictable rhymes, 
generating an aural and visual monotony that prevents the reader from ex-
periencing variation at the level of the individual word. The fixed structure 
also compels the reader to interact with the poem’s ideas within the rigid 
rhyme scheme and unvarying diction of each quatrain, a restriction that not 
only suppresses the reader’s ability to break away from the poem’s linguistic 
constraints but also parallels how the poem’s ideological rigidity suppress-
es Tom’s ability to break free from his social condition. This connection 
between the poem’s ideological and linguistic limitations highlights an issue 
within didactic literature as a whole: if Blake had written this poem in imita-
tion of the style of moralistic stories intended to instruct youth, the inflexible 
simplicity of the poem’s rhyme and diction emphasizes how restrictive these 
moral tales actually are for the individual’s development and expression of 
social awareness. The constrained poetic form limits the scope of self-ex-
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pression, which in turn limits the reader’s ability to conceptualize complex 
concepts challenging the beliefs espoused by conventional morality. Blake’s 
ironic choice of rhyme and diction in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence 
thus draws attention to the link between the poem’s restrictive formal and 
linguistic devices and its restrictive ideological lessons. 

The final rhymes of “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence contain sub-
tle disturbances that foreshadow the subversive tone and rhyming structure 
of “The Chimney Sweeper” of Experience. The rhyming pairs in the final 
quatrain—“dark” (21) and work” (22), and “warm” (23) and “harm” (24)—
are imperfect rhymes that conflict with the precision of the poem’s other 
rhyming pairs. The fifth quatrain establishes the beginning of these imperfect 
rhymes: “behind” (17) is paired with “wind” (18). This particular rhyme 
creates a lingering uncertainty surrounding the children’s liberating act of 
leaving “behind” (17) their workbags—and by extension, their positions as 
chimney sweeps—within the storybook tranquility of Tom’s dream world, 
as the inexact rhyme between “behind” (17) and “wind” (18) momentarily 
disturbs the flow of appealing imagery presented in this scene. Similarly, the 
fact that the last stanza employs rhymes that do not fully harmonize with 
the poem’s other rhyming pairs suggests that the poem’s final lines are not 
as conclusive as they appear. As a result, the unresolved rhyming tension in 
the final lines of “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence arguably establishes 
the groundwork for the ideological and linguistic challenges to institutional 
doctrine found in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Experience. For instance, the 
strain between the words “dark” (21) and “work” (22) reflects the darkness 
of ignorance surrounding the chimney sweeps’ indoctrinated acceptance of 
their working conditions, an issue that “The Chimney Sweeper” of Experi-
ence explores in detail. As well, the tension between the words “warm” (23) 
and “harm” (24) unsettles the concluding line, “they need not fear harm” 
(24), prompting the reader to question the certainty of the claim that the 
chimney sweeps will be protected merely by their belief in the promises of 
religious institutions. The undercurrent of unease created by the imperfect 
rhymes in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence thus develops unexpected 
disturbances in the poem’s orderly rhyme scheme that prefigure the subver-
sive rhyming structure in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Experience.

The rhyming elements that accompany the shift in speaker in “The 
Chimney Sweeper” of Experience both contrast with the rhyming struc-
ture of “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence and advance the divergence 
of Experience from the ideological and linguistic constraints of Innocence. 
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The rhyme scheme of “The Chimney Sweeper” of Experience, unlike that 
of the “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence, is irregular: the quatrains 
proceed as AABB, ABAB, and ABAB, with the second stanza reusing a pair 
of rhymes—“snow” (6) and “woe” (8)—that appear in the first stanza. The 
reader can better understand this particular rhyme structure by exploring the 
poem’s shift in speaker. Unlike “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence, “The 
Chimney Sweeper” of Experience features two speakers: the first speaker, a 
passer-by who sees the chimney sweep in the snow, voices the first three 
lines of the poem (with the third line being a direct address to the child), 
while the chimney-sweep speaks the remaining nine lines. If the poem’s 
rhyme scheme is divided based on this shift, the division would resemble 
the following: AAB and B ABAB ABAB. The fact that the first speaker 
initiates the poem with the beginnings of the rhyming conventions found in 
“The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence, and the fact that the child completes 
the AABB pattern in the first line of his reply with “pray” (4), a word that 
evokes the religious imagery of the Innocence poem, leads the reader to believe 
that the child’s response will continue within the bounds of the AABB 
rhyme scheme. However, the child diverges from this mode of expression 
by rearranging the AABB structure to create a new rhyme scheme in the 
following stanzas, as well as reusing the rhymes “snow” (6) and “woe” (8) as 
B-rhymes in the second stanza (as opposed to how the first stanza uses these 
words as A-rhymes). The fact that the chimney sweep is able to part from 
the rhyme scheme of “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence and adapt the 
first speaker’s language for his own purposes demonstrates his ability both to 
extricate himself from institutionalized linguistic conventions and to utilize 
a new mode of expression in framing his criticism of hypocritical social and 
religious authorities. This modified rhyme scheme allows the chimney-sweep 
to express his grief properly, as the extent of his sorrow spills over the rigid 
predictability of the AABB pattern. His use of multi-syllabic rhymes, such 
as “injury” (10) and “misery” (12), also highlights the poem’s progression 
beyond the verbal stagnation generated by the unvarying diction of “The 
Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence. Moreover, the jarring effect of the imperfect 
rhyme between the words “heath” (5) and “death” (7) extends the trou-
bling rhymes employed in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence to critique 
misguided parental authority. The unsettled rhyme highlights the disturbing 
fact that the parents are the ones who remove their child from his carefree 
moments “upon the heath” (5) and place him in a situation so incongruous 
to this memory of happiness that the child disrupts his rhyme with the word 
“death” (7). As a result, the elements of rhyme and the perspective shift in 
“The Chimney Sweeper” of Experience function together to challenge the 
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linguistic and ideological devices that imprison children like Tom within the 
social conditions promoted by “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence.

In William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and of Experience, the relationship 
between “The Chimney Sweeper” poems presents the condition of inno-
cence as one of social ignorance that is perpetuated by the limiting nature of 
ideological and linguistic conventions. “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence 
utilizes a predictable, orderly poetic structure and a repetitive rhyme scheme 
to show how the attractive ideological tenets of the poem can subdue the 
doubts that chimney sweeps like Tom Dacre may retain regarding their social 
condition. In contrast, “The Chimney Sweeper” of Experience challenges this 
acceptance of the social order by revealing how the supposedly instructive re-
ligious and linguistic devices used by institutional authorities actually restrict 
the individual’s awareness of their victimisation. At first, the individual seems 
to be placed in a paradoxical situation. On the one hand, an overhaul of 
institutional creeds forces the individual to abandon the safety of authorized 
doctrines and recognize the reality of their situation. However, such a rejec-
tion removes a source of guidance, order, and, most importantly, the ideo-
logical cohesion necessary for social stability. The socio-political discourse 
produced by Blake’s works offers a middle ground. While Blake accepts that 
certain social filters exist, his critical presentation of the economic exploita-
tion of children in “The Chimney Sweeper” poems highlights how the 
cognitive stasis perpetuated by an unquestioning acceptance of institutional 
creeds is what allows for and justifies the existence of an exploitative social 
hierarchy. By making such knowledge available to the wider public through 
his poetry, Blake presents us with the choice to deconstruct social values in a 
way that reconciles individual and collective needs.
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PUPPY LOVE: THE SUBVERSIVE, 
INTERSUBJECTIVE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
A BOY AND HIS DOG IN JESMYN WARD’S 
SALVAGE THE BONES

Jonathan Dick

“Puppy Love” was written in Fall 2017 for ENG434: Posthumanism and 
American Fiction, taught by Dr. Naomi Morgenstern. When he thought of 
the subject for this essay, Jonathan was reading Donna Haraway’s “Companion 
Species Manifesto,” which begins with this kind of deep-tongued kiss between 
Haraway and a Ms. Cayenne Pepper, who we later learn is Haraway’s Australian 
Shepherd pal. It is a kiss so deep, Haraway jokes, that if one were to check their 
DNA, they would find potent transfections or cellular cohabitations. These 
“cohabitations” queer the distinctions separating woman from dog and dog from 
woman, such that it seems, for a brief moment, as if the two species could be 
made one via fleshly companionship. This sensation of union-through-intimacy 
lent itself as an interesting point of departure for thinking through the boy-and-
his-dog narrative present in Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones, which this essay at-
tempts to elucidate by paying heed to the multiple valences upon which dog-love 
operates within the novel, be they psychoanalytic, queer, or erotic. Ultimately, 
whether as a puppy or a parent, whether as a mother or a lover, Jonathan asserts 
that it becomes possible to view the animal Other as a significant other when this 
animal is viewed as man’s equal, and that it is this process of viewing which ul-
timately demonstrates the capacity of intimacy to leap over, and sometimes blur, 
the lines dividing species, persons, pets, and things.
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“What does [Skeetah] know about lovers?” This question hovers over 
Esch Batiste, the protagonist of Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones, as 

she stands with her brother to watch a man, bloody and “holding his head” 
(31), climb out of a ditch where a woman lies mangled amidst the wreckage 
of a car. Esch wonders aloud at the context of their relationship—“You think 
they family or friends?”—and when Skeetah mumbles in reply, “[l]overs” 
(33), she is left to question how this boy whose “voice was a bark, his step 
the wagging thump of a meaty tail,” and who cares more for his dog, China, 
than for any other being, human or otherwise, can so easily recognize what 
“lovers” look like. The answer comes implicitly when Esch remembers that, 
“There’s always one for everybody” (33-34), with this “one” being ambigu-
ous: is it a person, a pet, a pit bull? 

As Ward soon makes clear, the “one” for Skeetah is China, and thus 
does Esch’s statement intimate the novel’s greater concern with the of-
ten-queer, often-capricious nature of intersubjective love, which Donna 
Haraway defines in “The Companion Species Manifesto” as a relationship 
of “significant otherness” (95). Though this is a tenuous term with multiple 
valences, “significant otherness” refers to an ethics of cross-species camara-
derie that is not about feeling unconditional affection for one’s pet, that is, 
“find[ing] solace in” them, and, in turn, coming to love them “as [one loves 
their] children” (125). Rather, “significant otherness” is about learning to 
appreciate a relationship with and among animals in order to dissolve the 
hierarchical, and often anthropocentrically bound, binary that separates 
humans from their non-human counterparts. Through such a relation, all 
beings can discursively achieve the “fleshly detail[s] of a mortal relation-
ship,” i.e. those once-exclusively-human details of mutual care, protection, 
amorous desire, and identification. Haraway demonstrates such man-imal 
connections by alluding to Joe R. Ackerley, a famously gay writer of mature 
boy-and-his-dog stories, who honoured the greatest love of his life, an 
Alsatian named Queenie, by “somehow [learning] what this dog needed and 
desired” and by moving “heaven and earth to make sure she got it” (126, 
emphasis in original). Thus, despite the fact that Queenie was not his ideal 
love object, being neither human nor male, their relationship remained as 
love-like as any such relationship between humans purely because Ackerley 
saw and treated Queenie not as a mutt, but as a partner in crime, a best bud, 
and a comrade in the fight against the norm.

Haraway’s definition of “significant otherness” provides a point of 
departure from which to examine Salvage the Bones, which, like Ackerley’s 
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work, reads as an adult boy-and-his-dog tale concerning two comrades: 
Skeetah and China. Their relationship is no doubt intersubjective; if the way 
they look at one another is any such indication—China “only has eyes” for 
Skeetah, and so, too, does he focus “on [her] like a man focuses on a woman 
when he feels that she is his” (2-3)—then indeed, their mutual fondness 
frustrates the notion that unconditional love is something experienced 
strictly between humans. However, Ward uses Skeetah and China’s relation-
ship to expand and, perhaps, redefine Haraway’s caninophiliac ontology by 
exploring the ways in which man-imal relations can be defined as “queer,” 
both in the non-normative and also sexual sense, for, as the many colloquial 
expressions “doggy-style,” “dogging it,” “dirty dog,” and “bitch” demon-
strate, the figure of the dog takes on various, often erotic, connotations 
outside the companionable norm. It is to these various and often erotic con-
notations that I will devote my essay by paying heed to two specific avenues 
of puppy-love in Salvage the Bones. The first is psychoanalytic and focuses 
on China’s role as a surrogate mother with whom Skeetah melancholically 
identifies as a means of avoiding the trauma of loss; the second reading is 
proto-erotic and focuses on viewing China as a site of metaphor upon which 
Skeetah explores sexualities outside of the heterosexual. By supplementing 
these readings with Judith Butler’s thoughts on melancholia, Freud’s con-
ception of infantile sexuality, and Katheryn Bond Stockton’s understanding 
of delay and queerness, it will become clear how the ontologically manifold 
canine figure in Ward’s mature boy-and-his-dog tale both expands the pa-
rameters of Haraway’s “significant otherness” while simultaneously expos-
ing an intimacy that moves beyond the anthropocentric ethics to which the 
word intimacy is bound. As a result, the dog will no longer simply be, in 
the Harawayian sense, a companion species. Now, they are equally a psychic 
mother, a proto-lover, a caregiver; they are a vehicle for the out-and-out 
queering of normative relationship models. 

Soon after she contemplates what Skeeta knows about love, Esch 
remarks how “all [she] ever saw around him, once he brought home a pit 
[bull]” at the age of twelve, “were dogs” (33). It is important that she sin-
gles out his age; twelve is both when male puberty begins, and is, I suspect, 
when Skeetah subconsciously realized that, following his mother’s death 
three years prior, he has had no childhood attachment figure to which he 
could direct his affection, platonic or otherwise. As a result, within Salvage 
the Bones’ reconfigured conceptualization of dog-love, China plays the role 
of the surrogate affectional object-cathexis: she becomes a site of projective 
fantasy with which the anxious child, Skeetah, can associate by reestab-
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lishing contact with the past and passed attachment figure of the departed 
parent. To wit, grievability is circumscribed, pushed aside, and made un-
grievable because the very being which has been physically lost, the mother, 
remains present and “alive” within his psyche. In psychoanalytic terms, this 
process is referred to as melancholic identification and has, among other 
significations, a particular influence on the griever’s conception of selfhood. 
Judith Butler writes that because melancholia “sustain[s] the lost object/
Other as a psychic figure,” it creates a “heightened identification with that 
Other” (Bodies that Matter 210) that becomes a driving force in “the process 
whereby the ego assumes a gendered character” (Psychic 133). So much is 
evident in Skeetah’s case through China, who is hyphened to the figure of 
the departed mother in a gesture of unconscious consolation. As a result, 
the lost libidinal object is never truly lost. Rather, always present within his 
psyche, his mother is memorialized and metonymized by dog-love, thereby 
allowing Skeetah to reestablish an affectively charged infantile relationship 
with the caregiving figure of the mother. Ergo, Skeetah and China are, in 
addition to queer comrades, a queer mother-son pair. 

This conflation of the Mama/China figures becomes literalized mid-
way through Salvage the Bones when Ward describes the two through the 
shared image of blues dancing—a nod to what Haraway calls the “ontological 
choreographies” or “dance of being” through which relationships of significant 
otherness operate (100, emphasis in original). It is when Skeetah “runs his 
hand down China’s breast” that this parallel becomes clear (Ward 92). The 
way “[s]he looks up and her whole body shimmies” quickly reminds Esch of 
a time when, “down at the Oaks, a blues club set on six acres of woods and 
a baseball diamond in the middle of Bois,” she came across “Mama […] on 
the dance floor,” dancing “with a man, not Daddy, while Daddy sat at the 
edge of the floor and watched” (92-93). Esch remembers how Mama “had 
shook like China, threw her head back so water glistened down her throat, 
and her body ran in curves” (93). It is in the simile “like China” that Ward 
muddies the distinction between pet and parent and thus gestures towards 
the hybrid functionality of the canine companion. Mama’s movements can 
no longer be considered solely human: the image of the animal, as a site of 
metaphoric identification, obscures anthropocentric binaries so that “her 
throat” or “her body” equally come to reference China’s throat and body. 
In other words, as Skeetah’s affectional object-cathexis, the dog becomes 
seen both as “Mama” and mongrel.
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The superimposition of Mama with China through the image of 
blues dancing continues to punctuate Ward’s later descriptions of Skeetah’s 
cynophiliac relationship, although the most interesting reference occurs not 
ten pages later when Skeetah prepares to feed her a syringe full of Ivomec, 
a medication meant to treat heartworm. Until this point, China has been 
sick and slow; she falls ill shortly after giving birth to a litter of five puppies 
and, each day since, is wracked with abdominal pains and exhaustion. But 
when Skeeta takes out the Ivomec and mixes it around in a bowl of bacon 
grease, this act of nursing—of caring for the Other—briefly relieves China 
of her symptoms. Now, what “tore through the gray dog yesterday is […] a 
woman approaching her partner on the floor of the Oaks, the first lick of the 
blues guitar sounding from the jukebox, a drink in hand” (101). In response, 
Skeetah “crouches, places one arm around the back of her neck, twining his 
hand around her jaw, tilting her head up” and feeding her slowly, whisper-
ing all the while, “That’s my girl” and “That’s my bitch” (101). Implicit 
in this scene is the realization of Haraway’s “ontological choreographies.” Set 
to the sound of a jukebox guitar, the man-imal bodies of Ward’s text are 
syntactically “taken apart and put together” (Haraway 100) so that China is 
now figured as a “woman approaching her partner on the floor”—a woman 
textually linked to “Mama”—while Skeetah is the “man” she dances with 
(Ward 101). The way he holds her, “one arm around the back of her neck” 
as she stands up “on her hind legs,” conveys an intimacy and familiarity 
outside the Harawayian norm. There is a comfort in this gesture at odds with 
the “twining [of] his hand”: the touch is simultaneously a maternal caress 
and an intimate, sensual embrace. He is now as much her parent as she is 
his; their roles are reversed. Both figures intimately and reciprocally rely on 
the other such that now, more than pals, more than simply a boy-and-his-
dog, Skeetah and China are partners, in dance and in kinship. To the tune 
of the Blues, they come together, their bodies pushed so close in the heat of 
an intrafamilial, intersubjective tango that the binaries between the human 
and the canine, and even between the mother and the son, disappear. Thus, 
when China dances over to Skeetah and his syringe full of medicine, the two 
equally dance across species lines, thereby demonstrating how such relations 
can blur the distinctions between a boy-and-his-dog—and even a boy-and-
his-mom. What results is a demonstration of intimacy’s multiple valences: 
it is not as cut-and-dry as an anthropocentric ethics might lead us to believe 
but can occur between all subjects, whomever or whatever they might be. 

Yet the intimacy in the above-mentioned scene is not solely platonic or 
familial. If we consider the image of the syringe filled with the “off-white, 
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creamy” (100) mixture of Ivomec tilted towards China’s lips, we see that this 
man-imal relationship is as much one of melancholic attachment as it is of 
proto-erotic exploration. The scene is as follows:

[H]e tilts the syringe to her lips. China barks, nods. Her front 
legs rest on his chest like a lover’s. She flings her head back 
in submission, supplication. “Good bitch,” Skeetah says […] 
“That’s my bitch.” Skeetah closes his fingers, the medicine 
disappears, and he withdraws […] “Always my bitch.” (101)

In many ways, this innocent scene of de-worming is described as a kind of 
sexual encounter: there is the phallic image of the syringe, which China 
receives “in submission, supplication,” and the calling of lewd names, “my 
bitch” and “Good bitch” (101). Both parties then achieve erotic enjoyment 
through a non-sexual act of nursing, which can be read, like the child’s ten-
dency to suck his thumb, as a gesture indicative of his recourse to breastfeed-
ing. This recourse occurs, according to Freud’s theory of infantile sexuality, 
because the child hyphens his desire to explore the erotogenic zone of the 
mouth to the pleasure of warm milk during the scene of nourishment (160). 
Thus, breastfeeding becomes a symbol of sexual satisfaction during the “brief 
blossoming of sexual activity” in early infancy (165). Applying this reading 
to Salvage the Bones, we can regard the Ivomec scene as a fulfilment of Freud’s 
Oedipal Complex, for if China is Mama, then the desire here encoded is 
emblematic of Skeetah’s healthy progression towards heterosexual libidinal 
development. 

However, there is equally within this scene a homoerotic current be-
cause, notes Kathryn Bond Stockton, pets are “[e]xperimental metaphors” 
that provide the child with the opportunity to explore non-normative, in-
tersubjective relationships safely and at their own pace (91). Since metaphors 
imply an interval or distance between the “vehicle” and the “new meaning” 
or “tenor” that it conveys (92), then, according to Stockton, any act of 
puppy love must be regarded as an act of delay. In relation to Freud’s theory 
of infantile sexuality, which is premised on the heterosexual male entering 
the symbolic order through the usurpation of the father and the seduction of 
the mother, a child who explores their sexuality through the “[a]ctive pause 
(even animal pause)” of puppy love is therefore a child that grows outward 
rather than upwards (91). Ultimately, it is this outward or sideways growth 
that gives the child the space to explore sexualities outside the normative, 
both because their exploration is unhinged from the Freudian heterosexual 
paradigm of mother-child-father and because it is facilitated through the 
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figure of puppy love (90). Thus, within the Ivomec scene, China is a “vehi-
cle” whose “tenor” can be regarded as double: first, she is a sort of psychic 
mother who facilitates Skeetah’s exploration of normative sexuality through 
cathexis; and second, she is a metaphor that permits Skeetah’s exploration 
of non-normative sexuality by acting as a lover. In this light, the withdrawal 
following Skeetah’s muttering, “That’s my bitch,” takes on new meaning. It 
is now a spent sigh of relief, an orgasmic utterance of gratitude made when 
his “syringe” spills its “off-white, creamy” (100) liquid into China’s mouth. 
The “fleshly detail[s]” of this “mortal relationship” (Haraway 125) are taken 
to a new, more intimately charged level, such that, when Skeetah later col-
lapses “into China’s coat” (Ward 102) in a post-climactic, post-Ivomec heat, 
it is clear that the relationship he shares with his canine pal is of a different 
species than that which Haraway identifies in her manifesto. For Skeetah 
and China are too closely associated, too intimately “taken apart and put to-
gether” (Haraway 100) through the passion of man-imal choreographies to 
be considered simple companions, and indeed, this much is evident through 
the pluripotent roles China plays. No one role is more appropriate or de-
fined than any other; they each exist individually and are equally plausible. 
For in the same fashion that the dog is never just a dog, China is never just 
a mother/lover/bitch. This very sense of pluripotency is what opens up both 
Haraway’s theory of “significant otherness,” and the criterion upon which 
intimacy itself is based; it signals a movement away from an anthropocentric 
relationship model that is predicated on an ethics of separation and towards 
a model of ambivalence.

This model of ambivalence has, in many ways, been evident in each of 
the aforementioned scenes, and yet it becomes most explicit towards the end 
of Salvage the Bones, when Skeetah gives China a bath with a garden hose and 
a bottle of dishwashing soap. There is something obviously maternal in this 
gesture, as it involves bathing someone who cannot yet bathe themselves. It 
is as if Skeetah is the parent and China the child, or perhaps, instead, China 
is the parent, past her prime, who requires the help of her son, Skeetah. But 
this scene also carries a sexual charge, for “[w]hen [he] first sprays China” 
with the hose, she “is coy,” “lapping” at the water like a “girl with a lolli-
pop” (156)—an image again reminiscent of ejaculation. When he begins to 
shampoo her, and rubs “the soap up the flat, wide length of her head, [and] 
down her face,” she becomes a physical site of erotic exploration, a locus 
upon whom this boy—who has not yet, so the novel implies, had such con-
nections with other women in the Bois (33)—acts in order to explore the 
erotic urges that flicker along his pubertal peripherals. Though the nature 
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of these urges is never plainly defined, this ambiguity, like the very ambig-
uous role which China inhabits, allows Salvage the Bones to disengage its 
central relationship from an anthropocentric ethics by choosing, instead, to 
luxuriate in an undecided, unnamed space, both between species lines, and 
between the lines straddling the normative and the non-normative. Thus, 
when Skeetah does find satisfaction in the touching, stretching, massag-
ing, and pulling of his pit bull pal, whether this satisfaction derives from an 
exploration of queer urges, an attraction to a pseudo-mother figure, or from 
a simple love of all things canine does not matter. What matters is the very 
pluripotency of their relationship itself—the fact that China can be a mother 
and a lover and a dog—because this pluripotency is what ultimately reveals 
the capacity for puppy love to blur the lines dividing species from species. 
The result is a realization that intimacy, in all the fleshly, normative senses 
of the word, can occur even within the most non-normative relationships. 

This understanding makes the opening anecdote to “The Compan-
ion Species Manifesto” ironically resonant. Musing on the deep-tongued 
kisses that she shares with a “Ms. Cayenne Pepper,” Haraway writes, “[she] 
continues to colonize all my cells — a sure case of what the biologist Lynn 
Margulis calls symbiogenesis. I bet if you checked our DNA, you’d find 
some potential transfections between us” (93). Though it is perhaps unclear 
from the passage alone, Cayenne Pepper is Haraway’s puppy pal. She is not 
referred to anywhere by her genus, that is, by the moniker of Australian 
Shepherd. Instead, she is referred to by the title “Ms.” It is as if, by swap-
ping spit, both subjects—person and pet—begin to bleed into one, which is 
why Haraway later calls their relationship one of “intercourse” (94); they are 
intimate in an erotic sense, and also in the sense of an equivalent exchange 
that occurs between (“inter”) entities in opposite directions (“course”). So, 
Cayenne becomes, in this moment, Haraway’s dog and Haraway’s lover, in 
the same way that Haraway becomes Cayenne’s owner and Cayenne’s lover, 
as a result of the fleshly, queer bond that they share. We might therefore say 
that intimacy is capable of overriding difference and can exist between enti-
ties regardless of their genera or sort. In many ways, such sentiments extend 
to, and are amplified by, China and Skeetah’s relationship, which is equally 
multivalent: they are at once a boy and his dog, a parent and her child, and 
a lover and her beloved. Indeed, like that Harawayian deep-tongued puppy 
kiss, these multiple valences are emblematic of a sort of queer transfection—
of the normative blending with the non-normative, of the heterosexual 
blending with the homosexual—and can be highlighted within Salvage the 
Bones through the novel’s intimate scenes of Blues dancing, bathing, and 
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nursing. By paying heed to these scenes and to the numerous significa-
tions they encode, we can see that for Ward, love is an ontologically diverse 
companionship in which kin is ultimately less important than kind. China 
can therefore be read as Skeetah’s melancholic mother, his proto-erotic 
lover, and his pet—sometimes in the same breath, sometimes in the same 
sentence—because the line separating human from animal is less import-
ant than the desire which brings them together. Although I have made the 
case above for China being, most explicitly, a surrogate mother and a lover, 
these are but two out of many roles she plays. All of these roles can begin 
to become recognizable once she is viewed less as a dog, and more as an 
agent who plays as equal a role in her relationship with Skeetah as Skeetah 
himself. After all, it takes two to tango, and that fleshly “dance of being” to 
which Haraway refers is a partnered dance indeed.
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PROFESSIONAL MANDATE AND THE THREE 
FACES OF INDIVIDUAL WILL

Christina Eom

Within literary discourse, science fiction often provides an “Othering” ex-
perience, prompting anthropological questions about the way it organizes itself to 
explore the depth of the human psyche and extrapolate on our future trajectory as 
a species. This paper explores how the relationship between an internally-sourced 
individual will and an externally-sourced professional mandate reveals human-
ity’s capacity to relate to the Other in two short story narratives: Ted Chiang’s 
“Story of Your Life” and Stanley G. Weinbaum’s “A Martian Odyssey.” The 
characters and their encounters with aliens render the individual will as tri-fold—
intention, motivation, and orientation—and the encounter and its culmination 
differ radically between the two stories, despite the similarities in subject matter. 
Chiang’s character, a linguist named Louise, engages in introspection regarding 
human pride and greed, idealistically suggesting that there is hope for individuals 
to make choices that are free from the inherency of these human faults. In con-
trast, Weinbaum’s character, a chemist named Jarvis, fails in this introspection, 
suggesting that individuals cannot make choices that are not limited by pride 
and greed in the blindness that they have grown accustomed to. Both narratives 
stand as an invitation for humanity to take on the lens of the Other to escape a 
self-centric perspective and parse its own reality through a more insightful intro-
spection.
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Science fiction possesses a unique ability to draw out an anthropological 
analysis of humanity in its relation to the Other. Among the many per-

spectives through which to explore humanity’s social, political, and cultural 
anatomy is the lens of the body and how it determines one’s capacity to 
relate to the Other, as a body is defined by its limitations. “Story of Your 
Life” by Ted Chiang and “A Martian Odyssey” by Stanley G. Weinbaum 
depict scenarios in which humanity interacts with aliens, imagined beings 
unlike humankind, and these scenarios serve to reveal the fragments of 
human pride and greed contained in the body, and how this influences one’s 
capacity to relate to the Other through insightful anthropological intro-
spection. These stories construct the individual will as a prism with three 
distinct faces of intention, motivation, and orientation. This individual will 
interacts with professional mandate, that is, terms that dictate one’s prerog-
ative in a chosen field of expertise, functioning under the physical limita-
tions of the body to inform the choices the characters make in confronting 
otherness: Louise in “Story of Your Life” is a passive observer, and Jarvis 
in “A Martian Odyssey” is an active appropriator. In this analysis, Louise’s 
will and mandate enable her to overcome the inherency of pride and greed 
in her encounter with aliens and gain a deeper understanding of herself from 
the point of view of the Other, suggesting that individuals hold the capacity 
to make choices that are not limited by humanity’s inherent faults. On the 
other hand, Jarvis’ will and mandate keep him oblivious to the inherency of 
his own pride and greed, suggesting that, in its blindness, humanity can-
not overcome its faults, which leaves no hope for individuals to be able to 
choose otherwise.

For the purposes of this essay, intention, motivation, and orienta-
tion will not be used interchangeably, despite the similarities they hold in 
meaning, in order to construct an analysis of the individual will that is as 
dynamic as the individual themselves. Intention is characterized by an aim 
or plan established upon logic and foreknowledge (“intention”). Motivation 
is characterized by a desire or willingness to do something in the present, 
which hinges upon something more fluid and harder to articulate than plans 
(“motivation”). It is also permeated by powerful emotions like fear, which 
are housed in a more unacknowledged realm of the individual will. Lastly, 
orientation encompasses one’s basic attitudes, beliefs, or feelings in rela-
tion to a particular subject or issue, which influence the trajectory of future 
decisions (“orientation”). The word to focus on in this definition is basic, 
which indicates that the most fundamental, underlying dimension of the 
will can be characterized as a deep-rooted instinct. Together, these concepts 
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comprise three focal points of the individual will in time—intention, on the 
future; motivation, on the present; and orientation, on the past. The indi-
vidual will that is focused on the future seeks to establish goals based upon 
logic and foreknowledge. As the focal point shifts to the present, the indi-
vidual will moves according to desire and willingness based on the situation 
at hand. The culmination of experiences focused on the past forms one’s 
basic attitudes, setting the precedence of varied prejudices and expectations 
to form the individual will. Thus, intention, motivation, and orientation, 
as per their definitions, are the unique faces of the individual will, sourced 
internally in a physical body that is limited by time and its own physicality. 
Professional mandate, dictating the terms of one’s prerogative in a chosen 
field of expertise, is sourced externally; it is agreed upon by all who identify 
with the profession and is reproduced by static and unchanging terms. This 
internally-sourced structure of the individual will forms the prism through 
which the externally-sourced professional mandate interacts under the 
contained limitations of the body, becoming manifest in the characters and 
their capacity to relate to otherness. 

In both stories, the aliens are willing and cooperative communicators. 
Their prerogatives remain a mystery, but they are not malevolent. In “Story 
of Your Life,” the narrator Louise, a linguist trained in field methods, takes 
part in a government-assembled team to decipher the alien language and 
establish lines of communication upon the aliens’ arrival on Earth. The 
team embarking on the Ares expedition in “A Martian Odyssey” are also 
assembled for their expertise, with the mission to explore an unknown terri-
tory and bring its treasures back to Earth. As is the tendency in literature 
featuring aliens, both stories describe an encounter, not necessarily a relation-
ship, that serves to reveal something about humanity in its confrontation 
with the Other. In this first layer of analysis through the lens of the body, 
the physical otherness of the aliens and the languages they employ act as a 
device within which the three faces of the individual will are displayed for 
scrutiny. Chiang’s aliens, nicknamed “heptapods” (398) to indicate their 
seven limbs, produce sounds that the human vocal tract cannot reproduce 
coherently. Louise describes these sounds as “flutters” (394) in her initial 
sessions and can only reproduce their speech through electronic recordings; 
her physical body, then, in its stark contrast to that of the heptapods sets 
a physical limitation on her intention to communicate with them. Simi-
larly, Jarvis in Weinbaum’s “A Martian Odyssey” finds himself unable to 
parse the exact sounds that make up the alien Tweel’s name upon their first 
encounter, settling with a name that is within the boundaries of his human 
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articulatory capabilities. In this sense, both Louise and Jarvis are limited by 
their physical body in executing one of the most fundamental mechanisms 
of conversation—the address of the individual—regardless of their inten-
tions to establish lines of communication, demonstrating that intention 
alone is insufficient for dissecting how the individual will informs the way 
one responds to otherness. 

Although bodily limitations, intention for communication, and a 
knowledge-seeking prerogative remain consistent between both characters 
in both stories, their orientation towards the Other radically differs. The 
defining difference manifests in what motivates the characters to com-
municate, and it can be attributed to the expectations of their profession 
that configure the intellect and mind to influence their decision-making. 
Louise’s professional mandate is to learn the language of the heptapods, and 
it results in a compatibility of intention and motivation, as exploring the 
unknown and working with uncertainties is part of a linguist’s prerogative. 
This compatibility is illustrated in the following passage:

“Seven lidless eyes ringed the top of the heptapod’s body. It 
walked back to the doorway from which it entered, made a 
brief sputtering sound, and returned to the center of the room 
followed by another heptapod; at no point did it ever turn 
around. Eerie, but logical; with eyes on all sides, any direction 
might as well be ‘forward.’” (Chiang 398) 

Louise does not respond with fear, disgust, or prejudice to the otherness 
of the heptapods, but instead ponders the logic of their bodies given their 
physical appearance. Her reverent desire to know the unknown prompts her 
to find a new way to communicate with the heptapods on their terms. She 
elicits orthographic communication to overcome her own physical lim-
itations in reproducing their sounds, which leads to the discovery of their 
preferred communication method—written “semagrams” (400), visual 
representations of meaning described as a singular “doodle of script, vaguely 
cursive” (397). This empathetic exchange between Louise and the heptapods 
unveils the nature of the simultaneous consciousness reflected in the “radi-
al symmetry” (398) of their bodies which have no apparent front or back. 
Although the lack of front or back may make it difficult to distinguish the 
direction in which the heptapods are moving in linear, human terms, Louise 
concludes that for the heptapods it is indeed logical. They perceive reality 
simultaneously, nullifying the idea of plans and objectives in their lack of a 
destination or a culmination of achievements. This makes their trajectory ir-
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relevant because they are moving according to a certainty of probability, not 
to achieve a preconceived outcome. Louise is able to grasp the truth of their 
consciousness by the compatibility of her intentions and professional man-
date, which allows for her to communicate with the heptapods on their own 
terms, deepening her understanding of their language as she becomes further 
immersed in their culture from an observer’s point of view. 

In contrast, Jarvis’ professional mandate in “A Martian Odyssey” con-
stantly overrules his intention to communicate by implementing a different 
motivation for him to do so. Jarvis encounters the aliens as an active appro-
priator, seeking to communicate only for the benefit of the mission on his 
own terms. Unlike Louise, Jarvis is alone in a hostile environment beyond his 
control, and he makes survival a priority throughout the narrative. In tan-
dem with this motivation that focuses his will on the present, Jarvis and his 
crew are expected to bring new discoveries back to Earth in order to make 
the expensive cost of the expedition worthwhile. Harrison, the captain of the 
ship, affirms the priority of the mission upon reuniting with Jarvis, saying, “I 
wish you’d saved the films, though. They’d have paid the cost of this jun-
ket; remember how the public mobbed the first moon pictures” (Weinbaum 
18). Jarvis’ attempts at communication with Tweel therefore do not result in 
the compatibility of intention and professional mandate, as in Louise’s case, 
but prove to be dysfunctional because the exchange is not empathetic. Jarvis 
demonstrates his lack of empathy when he describes Tweel to his teammates 
as “that freak ostrich” (20), his chemist mindset presumptuously sorting the 
otherness of Tweel into the known category of a bird based on appearances 
alone. What results is a colonist’s experience in confronting the unknown, 
whereby any understanding or immersion one experiences is only for the 
purpose of what one can appropriate from the new environment for monetary 
gain. 

The second layer of analysis through the lens of the body reveals the 
orientation aspect of the individual will, the contextual background upon 
which one’s individual will in the present and future is built on. Taking a step 
back to see the stories in their larger contexts, “Story of Your Life” begins 
and ends with a call to “pay close attention, to note every detail” (Chiang 
390). This serves as a meta-narrative invitation for immersion into the text. 
The title of the story encourages a flexible point of view in that the second 
person possessive is dependent on who is being addressed. The narrator Lou-
ise is addressing her daughter, but the author simultaneously invites the reader 
to pay close attention as well. This sets the immersive tone and allows one to 
engage with the details of a narrative structure that is organized in alternating 
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timelines of the future, written in present tense, where Louise tells the story 
of her daughter’s life, and of the present, written in past tense, where Louise 
gains an understanding of the heptapods’ language. This lack of chronological 
sense and linearity creates a second-hand experience of the immersion process 
that Louise has gone through in interacting with the alien language, which is 
conceived in a reality without a sense of cause and effect but rather a maxi-
mizing and minimizing of history enacted by a simultaneous reality.

As Louise begins to see her life in light of this simultaneous reality, she 
experiences “trance-like moments” when her thoughts are graphically coded 
as semagrams “sprouting like frost on a windowpane” instead of her own 
internal voice (Chiang 411). Her growing capacity to relate to the otherness 
of the heptapods has yielded a radical immersion process through which 
Louise perceives her own self on their terms. In perceiving her life simultane-
ously, she recalls a time in the future when her daughter will be three and is 
hurt by a falling wooden salad bowl, but Louise finds herself buying that very 
same bowl in the present. A protective maternal instinct should have deterred 
Louise from buying the salad bowl if she had the foreknowledge that it would 
later injure her child. This desire for control is rooted in human pride and 
greed, a belief that one may have control over every outcome to their benefit. 
The choice she makes to buy the salad bowl represents a shift in the mode of 
engagement, where she enacts history as a free agent in a simultaneous reality, 
just as the heptapods do. Immersed in their mode of engagement, Louise 
gains a perspective that is free from humanity’s inherent pride and greed. Her 
immersion conveys the underlying ingenuous orientation to otherness, which 
is not shared by all her team members. Although Louise’s team has a regard 
for the heptapods and assumes that they possess a sophisticated intellect, the 
team, unlike Louise, approaches the situation with extreme suspicion. Col-
onel Weber, speaking on behalf of a government mandate which leads him 
to prioritize safety, bargaining advantages, and the security of the state, opts 
for a communication strategy where “the less the aliens [know], the better” 
(392). However, Louise suggests a more open strategy due to her different 
mandate as a linguist, demonstrating her lack of prejudice and fear towards 
the heptapods. She claims that “the only way to learn an unknown language 
is to interact with a native speaker, and by that I mean asking questions, hold-
ing a conversation” (392). Her open capacity to relate to the Other, reflected 
in her ingenuous orientation, changes her point of view to see the heptapods 
not as mere aliens but as native speakers of a language she is deciphering. 
This reinforces an optimism in humanity’s capacity to overcome the pride 
and greed that often drive its choices, even to the degree of experiencing an 
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almost transcendent reality where otherness is acknowledged, not through 
prejudice or naivety, but by the recognition of one’s own limitations which in 
turn leads to an unassuming orientation. 

Jarvis’ colonist orientation is conveyed most prominently by a liter-
ary cue provided by Weinbaum: references to Jarvis’ nose appear over thirty 
times in the span of the narrative, and, as the nose is a symbol closely tied to 
racial distinctions in many historical and literary contexts, this may be read as 
emblematic of human pride and prejudice. Jarvis muses that Tweel’s language 
“wasn’t like the primitive speech of some earth people [...] like the Negritoes 
[...] who haven’t any generic words” (Weinbaum 23), suggesting a racial un-
dertone to the story. Jarvis considers Tweel with the same prejudice directed 
against the slaves in the American South, where the flatness of the nose was 
widely accepted as a mark of their inferiority in comparison to the sharp 
prominence of the white plantation owners’ features. When Jarvis expresses 
amusement at Tweel becoming his companion and protector on the journey 
back to his teammates, Harrison suggests that the appearance of Jarvis’ own 
prominent nose resembled Tweel’s “eighteen-inch beak” and gained his trust 
(21). There is a parallel to Pinocchio’s nose which grows every time he tells 
a lie, indicating deception on Jarvis’ part about the self-serving nature of his 
friendship with Tweel. These associations contextualize Jarvis’ pretentious 
orientation, which is further reinforced when Jarvis describes to his team-
mates how he attempted to establish communication with Tweel by teaching 
him a lesson, drawing a diagram of the solar system to see if Tweel might re-
spond. Jarvis concludes that Tweel had simply “missed [his] point” (22) when 
he could not understand Tweel’s response. Unlike Louise’s team, Jarvis’ team 
assumes the Martians’ inferiority—that the Martians do not possess a richness 
of intellect that rivals and perhaps even surpasses their own, and that they are 
entitled to appropriate every discovery for their benefit. Every evidence of in-
telligence demonstrated by Martians surprises the human characters, alluding 
to the orientation in the era of colonialism and European encounters with 
indigenous peoples. The exchange between Jarvis and Tweel is an uncompro-
mising invasion, especially in that Jarvis’ nose is exposed to the Martian air 
and suffers frostbite, symbolic of Jarvis’ pride which is at stake in confronting 
the uncertain otherness of the Martians. This pretentious orientation, along 
with the priority of the mission dictated in the terms of their professional 
mandate, results in Jarvis’ failure to see himself clearly from the perspective of 
his alien encounter, as Louise does with the heptapods.  

Professional mandate, in interacting with the faces of the individual 
will, defines the limitations of the body which the characters possess when 
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confronting otherness. Just as the characters are marked by their profession 
in Chiang’s narrative, Weinbaum characterizes his by their profession: “Putz, 
the engineer, Leroy, the biologist, and Harrison, the astronomer and captain 
of the expedition. Dick Jarvis was the chemist of the famous crew, the Ares 
expedition, first human beings to set foot on the […] planet Mars” (Wein-
baum 18). Unlike the minimized publicity of Louise’s team and their work 
with the heptapods, the Ares expedition is well-known and is the only one of 
its kind to have made it this far. In contrast to Louise, this serves to increase 
the characters’ lack of immersion, which is amplified because of the expec-
tations they must fulfill as explorers to bring something marvellous back to 
Earth. To fulfill his professional mandate, Jarvis ends up causing a riot among 
the Martians just before he is rescued by Putz, by choosing to take a “wart-
cure” (38) from the “barrel brutes” (32), something he believes will provide 
a cure for cancer. Jarvis expresses no remorse when he says, “I was thinking 
what a present that’d be to take back to Mother Earth” (33). In his assumed 
superiority, Jarvis does not recognize that the creatures have ownership of this 
cure and that he has blatantly stolen from them, therefore feeling no remorse 
or moral conflict. His lack of moral conflict due to his mission demonstrates 
the importance of one’s field of expertise in constructing the anthropological 
analysis of how professional mandate and the individual will interact.  

Jarvis’ orientation proves presumptuous when he continues to project 
his own understanding and impose his own terms onto Tweel and the other 
Martians. Like Louise, Jarvis elicits orthographic communication when he 
fails to parse Tweel’s speech by drawing an arithmetic equation in the sand. 
When he receives a successful response, Jarvis muses that from this he “knew 
that Tweel had at least a grammar school education” (Weinbaum 23), as 
though Earth’s standards of education could determine a Martian’s intelli-
gence. This sort of interaction with the unknown is brought under criticism 
in “Story of Your Life” when Louise mentions an anecdote describing an 
exchange between the Aborigines of Australia and the exploration party from 
Cook’s ship during which a sailor points to an animal hopping around and 
asks what it is called. When the Aborigine replies “kanguru,” the party ac-
cepts that as the name of the animal and only afterwards learns that it actually 
translates to “what did you say?” (Chiang 395). Just as Cook’s exploration 
party interacted with unknown peoples on their own terms, the Ares team 
does the same, resulting in similar miscommunications. Their exchange con-
veys a sense of entitlement rooted in pride, justifying, in Jarvis’ mind, that it is 
acceptable to appropriate Martian resources without any moral repercussions. 
Thus, Jarvis’ individual will and mandate remain steeped in pride and greed 
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and do not manifest an open capacity to relate to the Other in the empathetic 
way that Louise does. His attempts at communication prove to be dysfunc-
tional and fail to produce a perceptive introspection of oneself by relating to 
the Other.  

Perception of sequential reality is the default mode of human expe-
rience. The heptapods’ bodies challenge that notion by lacking the sense 
of front or back, present and future. Their bodies and their simultaneous 
consciousness address the limitation of the individual will functioning in a 
reality where the future is unknown. Humanity is not just interacting with 
the otherness of the alien but also the unknowns of its future as a species. In 
becoming immersed in the heptapods’ way of thought as a result of learning 
their language, Louise is able to configure her mind to relinquish her linear, 
sequential chronology. Without sequence, greed and pride become meaning-
less because there is no accumulation, nothing to work up to and nothing to 
boast of. This model stands in contrast to Weinbaum’s characters, who start 
a conflict between the creatures of Mars that would otherwise have carried 
on in peaceful existence. The professional mandate of the human characters 
reveals a flaw in human experience: although humans live within the bound-
aries of cause and effect, they neglect the future by dismissing long-term 
consequences in favour of immediate gratification, driven by pride and greed. 

Chiang and Weinbaum use the lens of the body in their works to pro-
vide additional diagnosis of the ailments of humanity’s moral anatomy and its 
limitations, revealing the tri-fold nature of the individual will and its interac-
tion with professional mandate to inform the choices their protagonists make 
in confronting otherness. Louise’s will and mandate as a passive observer 
allows her to immerse herself in otherness and achieve a profound level of 
clarity which goes beyond human limitation. Jarvis’ will and mandate as an 
active appropriator and an assuming colonist causes him to invade otherness 
and remain blind to his human limitation. Although Weinbaum’s conclu-
sion is pessimistic, both he and Chiang elicit critical introspection necessary 
to build a deeper understanding of humanity. The aliens of science fiction 
present an imagined reality that enables humanity to parse its own reality by 
escaping its self-absorbed stasis to stand with the Other and move towards a 
more insightful introspection.

Professional Mandate and the Three Faces of Individual Will
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MISANTHROPIC HIERARCHIES: AN 
EXAMINATION OF NEW WORDS IN 
GULLIVER ’S TRAVELS

Hyeonji Kim

This paper was originally written for ENG385: The History of the English 
Language. Professor Carol Percy’s suggestions for the course’s final research 
paper included an option on the lexical and semantic innovation of a literary text, 
or the examination of words and meanings that are, according to the Oxford 
English Dictionary, used for the first time in that text. Kim chose Jonathan 
Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels as the text for this paper because she was perplexed 
by its misanthropic ending and wanted to reconcile this misanthropy with the 
fantastic elements of other parts—with the Lilliputian and Brobdingnagian 
sizes, in particular. The new words explored in this paper fall into three general 
categories. The first are words that denote the inhabitants of the lands to which 
Gulliver travels. These articulate a distinction between Gulliver and those peo-
ples, or, in other words, between the self and the other. The other two categories 
of words, however, blur this distinction, by showing the ways in which Gulliver’s 
own identity may not be stable and by revealing the fallacy in articulating a fixed 
difference between the self and the other in the first place. These words allowed 
Kim to read Gulliver’s Travels as a text that ridicules the creation of distinctions 
between different groups of people, distinctions that, in Gulliver’s head, become 
mistakenly hierarchical, especially as he becomes increasingly misanthropic.
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In 1726, Jonathan Swift published Gulliver’s Travels, a satirical account of a 
man’s voyages through four strange lands. The inhabitants of these lands 

are for the most part physically striking, being enlarged or minuscule or re-
sembling animals in some way. Their societies, too, range from the petty to 
the utopic, so that the stories of life among these people may seem like mere 
fantastic tales for children. At the same time, the text sometimes seems like 
a misanthropic rant due to Lemuel Gulliver’s growing hostility to human-
kind. Still, there are many other ways of understanding the book’s fantastic 
elements and pessimistic narrative development. This paper will examine 
Gulliver’s Travels through its new words and phrases, arguing that such 
lexical or semantic innovation criticizes the imposition of hierarchies onto 
different racialized groups. For the purposes of this paper, the term “new 
words” refers to words that are first attested in Gulliver’s Travels in either 
entry or sense, according to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED). On the 
surface, the new words seem to build up an “otherness” around the different 
peoples depicted in the text. This “otherness” implies a distance between 
those peoples and Gulliver and aids the creation of racialized hierarchies, 
such as the size-based hierarchy involving Lilliputians and Brobdingnagians, 
through which Gulliver deems himself superior to those peoples. However, 
the idea of “otherness” is ultimately exploded when a different set of new 
words establishes Gulliver as an unreliable narrator. As the text reveals the 
self-righteousness of his misanthropy, Gulliver’s evaluations of the different 
peoples he visits and the hierarchies implicit in those evaluations become 
untrustworthy.

Most salient among the words created by Swift in Gulliver’s Travels are 
words denoting the different nationalities of the people Gulliver visits, such 
as the Brobdingnagians and Houyhnhnms. Swift himself draws attention 
to the word Brobdingnag in Gulliver’s meta-textual letter to his cousin, in 
the comment stating that the word should have been “Brobdingrag […] and 
not erroneously Brobdingnag” (9, emphasis in original). The misspelling and 
later correction serve as an acknowledgment of the word’s unfamiliarity in 
English print culture. Houyhnhnm is another foreign word, whose second 
part, “hnhnm,” is impossible to pronounce properly in English. The text 
addresses this difficulty of pronunciation: “Then the Bay tried me with a 
second Word, much harder to be pronounced; but reducing it to the English 
Orthography, may be spelt thus, Houyhnhnm” (212, emphasis in original). 
Gulliver explicitly declares that the word is “harder to be pronounced” and 
highlights its foreign origin by stating that he can represent the word in 
English only by “reducing” it to English conventions. These alien words 
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mirror the otherness of the Brobdingnagian and Houyhnhnm societies and 
thus reinforce the social and physical distance that already exists between 
Gulliver and the groups. 

These demonyms then become associated with the particular charac-
teristics that set their nations apart from Gulliver and his familiar English 
society. For words such as Lilliputian and Yahoo, the OED cites meanings in 
the context of Gulliver’s Travels, as well as generalized usages that, being de-
rived from the text, now denote the stereotypical characteristics of Lillipu-
tians and Yahoos. Thus, a Lilliputian is not only an “inhabitant of Lilliput,” 
but also “a person of diminutive size, character, or mind,” and a Yahoo is 
both an “imaginary race of brutes having the form of men” and “a human 
being of a degraded or bestial type” (“Lilliputian,” “yahoo”). These words 
have become so strongly connotative of stereotypes that they are used in sit-
uations that have nothing to do with either Swift or literature in general. As 
the Courier-Mail of Brisbane attests in 1968, even a “Brisbane boat owner” 
complains of “young yahoos,” and a Gardening Illustrated manual from 1884 
names a “charming little” flower as “the Lilliputian Wallflower” (“yahoo,” 
“Lilliputian”). The distinctive forms of nationality words make stereotyping 
easy, since their sheer unfamiliarity makes them conspicuous and carica-
tural. The creation of stereotypes means that the Yahoos and Lilliputians, 
or even more positively portrayed groups like the Houyhnhnms, are not 
treated as individuals but as a whole group that possesses the same idiosyn-
crasy, one which sets them apart from the English people. The strange form 
of these words and the stereotypes associated with them both identify the 
groups as “other,” creating a rift between those groups and Gulliver. This 
enables the rise of reductive, hierarchical distinctions that the text tries to 
unsettle through other lexical and semantic innovations.

A less noticeable category of lexical innovations hints at Gulliver’s 
otherness to the countries he visits. These are compound phrases created 
by combining two existing English words. In the land of Brobdingnag, new 
inventions such as a travelling box or a hanging shelf allow Gulliver, despite his 
small size, to remain safe when resting or travelling. And while these new 
inventions are created in Brobdingnag and must have been originally named 
in Brobdingnagian, their names are new terminologies even in English; 
their uses in Gulliver’s Travels are the first cited examples in their respective 
OED entries (“travelling,” “hanging”). The individual words making up 
these compound phrases, by being in English, reflect the fact that Gulliver 
is an ordinary man and a familiar size to the readers. Yet, the newness of 
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the combinations orients the readers to the defamiliarized, Brobdingnagian 
perspective, suggesting that even for the human readership Gulliver has be-
come “other” in his experience of relative smallness. In Lilliput, conversely, 
Gulliver is a relative giant. The Lilliputians call Gulliver a “Man Mountain,” 
a combination of the dissimilar concepts “man” and “mountain.” Gulliv-
er draws attention to the word in his translation of a Lilliputian inventory 
of his belongings, by adding after the phrase, “for so I interpret the Words 
Quinbus Flestrin” (Swift 29, emphasis in original). The words Quinbus 
Flestrin are alien descriptors for the common English elements “man” and 
“mountain,” so that, after being lulled into a sense of familiarity by the 
English words of the new compound, the readers experience the jarring 
unfamiliarity of Gulliver’s actual situation. The three new compounds that 
describe Gulliver are symbolic of his situation, since he is the character most 
like, and thus familiar to, human readers, but is the most unfamiliar and for-
eign element in his own milieu. Unlike the earlier nationality words, these 
compounds are both familiarly English and unfamiliar in combination, and 
indirectly ridicule a settled and potentially hierarchical distinction between 
the “familiar” and the “other” by revealing the relativity of such terms. 

The feeling of Gulliver’s relative physical otherness is accompanied by 
(and reinforced by) his size inversion throughout his travels. Part one estab-
lishes size as the physical representation of hierarchical power by comparing 
diminutive Lilliputians to Gulliver, who seems to be “the greatest Prodigy 
that ever appeared in the world” (78). Even among Lilliputians, difference 
in size is symbolic of differences in social status: the Emperor of Lilliput is 
“taller by almost the Breadth of [Gulliver’s] Nail, than any of his Court; 
which alone is enough to strike an Awe into the Beholders” (25). As with 
Gulliver, the Emperor’s large size is an asset even when considered “alone,” 
apart from his political station. Yet, Gulliver makes these comments when 
he is recalling a time when he was the largest being in the land and biased in 
favour of largeness. Part two soon questions the lasting superiority of large 
size through Gulliver’s new relative smallness. In Brobdingnag, Gulliver 
laments that he must “appear as inconsiderable in this Nation, as one single 
Lilliputian would be among us”—he has switched places on a size-based 
continuum with the strange people that he encounters in his voyages and 
is now placed in the inferior position of the miniatures (78, emphasis in 
original). And just as the people of Lilliput seem petty to humans, Gulliver’s 
humans seem “to be the most pernicious Race of little odious Vermin that 
Nature ever suffered to crawl upon the Surface of the Earth” to the King 
of Brobdingnag (121). The King explicitly couples his negative assessment 
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of the “pernicious,” “odious Vermin” with an allusion to their diminutive 
size, the word “little” and the word “crawl” indicating that humans, from 
the King’s perspective, are tiny and very close to the ground. Although, 
in Lilliput, Gulliver is of a mountainous size and superior in a hierarchy 
correlated with size, his superiority vanishes in Brobdingnag. The relativity 
of Gulliver’s proportions explodes the idea of a fixed station in a sized-based 
hierarchy, just as the new words referring to Gulliver’s situations explode 
the idea of a fixed otherness.

Nevertheless, Gulliver himself believes in hierarchical distinctions 
between himself and the people of the lands he visits. This attitude is em-
bodied in a new term that Gulliver uses to describe Lilliputians: Big-Endian. 
Big-Endian is an openly ironic combination of simple existing words and a 
serious attitude. The OED suggests that the word big is an early Scandina-
vian borrowing first attested in the fourteenth century and indicates that end 
is a Germanic word already existing in Old English (“big,” “end”). These 
long-standing monosyllabic words, through Swift, gain the suffix -ian, a Lat-
inate and formal-sounding ending, and the disparity between the two types 
of elements makes the new term absurd in a way that helps Gulliver articulate 
his understanding of Lilliputian society (“-ian”). Internal to Gulliver’s Travels, 
the word describes one of the political parties of Lilliput whose tenet is to 
break eggs on the large end. The everyday, simple words that form Big-Endi-
an reflect this pettiness of Lilliputian politics (depending literally upon how 
one eats eggs), while the Latinate ending -ian parallels their aggrandized 
attitude towards the topic. Therefore, the word Big-Endian, within Gulliver’s 
world, reinforces the littleness of the Lilliputians in the size-based hierarchy 
created and tacitly rejected in the first two parts; it is a criticism of the so-
ciety it describes and serves to widen the gap between the ridiculed Lilli-
putians and Gulliver. Yet, in Swift’s world, the word Big-Endian is political 
satire and describes English society, with the Big-Endians being Catholics 
and Little-Endians being Protestants (Swift 294 note). Although Lilliputians, 
according to Gulliver, are alien, petty, and inferior to English people, they 
are, actually, portraits of English people. Then, the use of this word is doubly 
ironic—it ironizes the self-aggrandized pettiness of the Lilliputians as well 
as the self-aggrandized blindness of Gulliver. This nullifies the potentially 
hierarchical difference between Gulliver’s society and Lilliputian society by 
equating the two. Thus, it exposes Gulliver as an unreliable narrator whose 
evaluation of situations differs vastly from Swift’s, and this sanctions criticism 
of the direction in which Gulliver steers the text.
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Meanwhile, Gulliver continues to create other kinds of hierarchies 
through scientific discourse. As he ends his story, he writes, “I […] chose 
to relate plain Matter of Fact in the simplest Manner and Style; because my 
principal Design was to inform, and not to amuse thee” (Swift 272). Gulli-
ver’s stress on “simplest Manner and Style” and on his purpose “to inform” 
the readers reveals the fact that Gulliver believes himself to be a rational 
participator in the scientific enlightenment of the era, as does his use of the 
new medical terms “apophlegmatic” and “cephalalgic” elsewhere in the text 
(“apophlegmatic,” “cephalalgic”). Frederik N. Smith notes that Gulliver’s 
attempt at “the simplest Manner and Style” is “the style and approach one 
can identify broadly with the new science,” the kind favoured by the scien-
tific Royal Society of the United Kingdom (145). This scientific style allows 
Gulliver to justify his creation of a species-based distinction between himself 
and the Yahoos. For instance, Gulliver exploits the pretext of objective 
scientific observation to create racial groupings among Yahoos, converting 
the word red-haired from adjective to noun in order to do so (“red-haired”). 
The word appears in the sentence, “It is observed that, the Red-haired of 
both Sexes are more libidinous and mischievous than the rest,” which refers 
to the entirety of red-haired individuals in one generalized group with the 
same behavioral characteristics (Swift 248, emphasis in original). In addi-
tion to creating a stereotype based on a physical characteristic, Gulliver uses 
the passive voice, “It is observed,” eliminating his perspective and making 
the “observation” seem like a universal truth. This pseudo-scientific voice 
reduces the Yahoos to the subjects of Gulliver’s study instead of recognizing 
them as humanlike beings. This is especially the case because the word’s 
conversion from adjective to noun implies that the word is no longer just 
a descriptor but the essence of a being, and the word strips the described 
party of any individuality apart from the characteristic red hair. Through 
this conversion, Gulliver categorizes himself and the Yahoos into the hi-
erarchical positions of the superior observer and the inferior subjects. His 
hierarchy, in turn, imposes a fallacious scientific authority on his outrageous 
misunderstanding of other humanlike beings in the section, as he assumes 
his outsider’s position as a superior observer without being fundamentally 
different from the Yahoos. 

In fact, Gulliver’s categorization of Yahoos as specimens appears along-
side an unreasonable, self-righteous hatred against the Yahoos. When Gulli-
ver complains that a Yahoo boy has “voided its filthy Excrements of a yellow 
liquid Substance” on him, he demonstrates his aloofness by calling the urine 
“a yellow liquid Substance” (248) and using an indefinite pronoun, as if he 
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is unfamiliar with it. He does not seem to remember that he himself, in Lil-
liput, “voided [urine] in such a Quantity” (50) as to put out the Palace fire—
and the parallel between the Yahoo boy and Gulliver is linguistic as well as 
biological, since the same word “voided” is used to describe both. The word 
jabber also embodies the distance between the Yahoos and himself that Gulli-
ver tries to construct and fails. The word is used to deride humankind: Gul-
liver admits that humans are different from Yahoos because they “use a Sort 
of Jabber” (9, emphasis in original), but jabber has the negative connotation 
of unintelligibility, and, paradoxically, again likens humans to the language-
less Yahoos (“jabber”). At the same time, the word undermines Gulliver’s 
authority to deride, in part because it is a new conversion from verb to noun 
(“jabber”). The innovation of the conversion draws attention to Gulliver’s 
use of language and serves as a reminder that Gulliver is using the same “jab-
ber,” that he is just as human as the people he is abusing, and that he has no 
way of criticizing humans without implicating himself. Some scholars, such 
as William A. Eddy, believe that the self-righteous misanthropy of Gulliver’s 
eventual state belongs to Swift, whose “fires of misanthropy obscured his 
judgment, and vitiated his argument” (189). Yet, if Swift is misanthropic, it is 
in a way suitable for Gulliver’s unreliability as a narrator. Initially, Gulliver is 
a lens of satire, who brings both the microscopic Lilliput and the magnified 
Brobdingnag into focus, and even exposes their fallacies, as through the word 
Big-Endian. However, after Gulliver internalizes the Houyhnhnm dominance 
of Yahoos (while still considering himself distinct from and superior to other 
Yahoos), he himself turns into an object of satire in that his overwhelmingly 
vocal and violent hatred of Yahoos makes him ridiculous and untrustworthy. 
Consequently, Gulliver’s opinions and hierarchies regarding the inhabitants 
of different lands all fall flat.

Gulliver, throughout his travels, makes use of new terminology to 
describe his new experiences. The various peoples that he encounters seem 
so thoroughly different from him that, naïvely at first and then with a ma-
licious edge, Gulliver generates hierarchies between himself and the alien 
other. While Swift uses Gulliver’s hierarchies to point out the problem areas 
of European life and politics (especially in the first book when he unmis-
takably satirizes English society), he also uses them to caution the readers 
against the kind of blind hatred that Gulliver engages in. Gulliver’s misan-
thropic, self-superior attitude is both a final manifestation of the hierarchies 
that the text creates and the means through which they are dismantled; 
while it is impossible not to notice a difference between the self and the oth-
er, a fixed belief in the positions and values of each cannot, and should not, 
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be sustained. Ultimately, Lemuel Gulliver’s hierarchies serve a purpose in 
the external world of the real author no matter whether they are being con-
structed or deconstructed. His new words help reveal the implicit directions 
of the text, the opinions and judgments of Jonathan Swift that lie hidden 
behind Gulliver’s misunderstandings. But Gulliver himself, unable to see 
how little his point of view coincides with that of the real world, remains 
a negative role model, a joke. The text sacrifices Gulliver in the process of 
warning a larger group of readers, almost as if it wants to position itself, not 
against humanity, but against Gulliver.
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PAIN AND WOMEN’S TESTIMONY AS THE 
UNSPEAKABLE: VOICE AT THE LIMITS OF 
TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE IN BEATRICE 
CULLETON MOSIONIER’S IN SEARCH OF 
APRIL RAINTREE

Fay Lin

As the Canadian state enters a new phase of the truth and reconciliation 
period, Indigenous writers are leading demands for reparations and accountabili-
ty. “Pain and Women’s Testimony as the Unspeakable” is an essay committed to 
foregrounding the site of the Indigenous woman’s body, fraught with markers of 
race, sex, and trauma, in this pursuit of reclaiming memory and justice. Why is the 
state interested in women’s testimonies for ongoing projects of transitional justice 
and truth and reconciliation? What happens to the body during public testimony 
and the retelling of violence? Fay argues that Beatrice Culleton Mosionier’s In 
Search of April Raintree is a novel that asks these questions through the registers of 
agency, voice, and female testimony of trauma and sexual violence. In conversation 
with Elaine Scarry, Dina Al-Kassim, and Rosemary Nagy, the novel problematizes 
conceptions of public testimony as giving voice to and healing victims of trauma 
and sexual assault, instead showing how Indigenous women fall outside the scope 
of justice as the state appropriates and denies Indigenous women’s voices. This 
essay was written for ENG424: Truth and Reconciliation Literature, taught by 
Professor Cheryl Suzack. Professor Suzack has had enormous influence on the 
author's undergraduate experience at the University of Toronto, and the author 
would like to thank her for her instruction in this class as well as her guidance in 
shaping this paper and its critical inquiry of the Canadian state’s approach to truth 
and reconciliation. 
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Beatrice Culleton Mosionier’s novel, In Search of April Raintree, features 
a Métis character who grows up denouncing her Indigenous heritage 

and decides to live “just like a real white person” (47). On the surface, April 
Raintree appears to represent a model of assimilation and seems to be cul-
pable for disowning her Indigenous identity, family, and her proudly Métis 
sister, Cheryl. However, one must ask how Indigenous literature and fic-
tional narratives participate differently than nonfictional texts in debates on 
Indigenous claims to truth and reconciliation. Reading Mosionier’s In Search 
of April Raintree through the critical lens of Elaine Scarry, Dina Al-Kassim, 
and Rosemary Nagy establishes the novel as a complex and truth-telling 
work of fiction that troubles readings of April’s voice as assimilating and 
simplistic. Instead, the novel exposes the limits of transitional justice as it 
relies on the registers of agency, voice, and female testimony of sexual vio-
lence in its attempt to resolve state-inflicted traumas. Scarry’s conception of 
torture, which explores the violation of the body in pain, provides a frame-
work for understanding how April’s voice and selfhood are appropriated 
and destroyed by the Canadian government through the intergenerational 
effects of residential schooling and the practice of child-snatching. Reading 
Al-Kassim further illustrates how questions of agency and voice are cru-
cial for exposing the state’s regulation of April’s public testimony of sexual 
violence for the purposes of symbolic inclusion and reparation that “[de-
nies] ‘voice’ while granting the rights of speech” (Al-Kassim 179). Where 
Scarry and Al-Kassim demonstrate the process by which the appropriation 
and regulation of April’s voice becomes unrecognizable, Nagy’s caution-
ary reminder of gender-based and structural violence opens up a space in 
conceptions of transitional justice for In Search of April Raintree to inhabit. 
Through creative fiction, Mosionier succeeds in foregrounding the ways 
in which Indigenous peoples, and especially women, are made into objects 
without power, subsequently problematizing conceptions of public testimo-
ny as giving voice to and healing victims of trauma and sexual assault. In so 
doing, In Search of April Raintree shows that the scope of transitional justice 
and the enduring project of truth and reconciliation are limited by ongoing 
injustices against Indigenous communities in Canada.

 Reading April’s narrative alongside Elaine Scarry’s The Body in Pain is 
crucial to understanding how the standard of agency attributed, yet unavail-
able, to Indigenous bodies is key to denying them recognition and justice for 
the Canadian government’s continued abuse and neglect of their communi-
ties. Scarry’s structure of torture and pain identifies parameters in which the 
prisoner “has been deprived of all control over, and therefore all responsibility 
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for, his world, his words, and his body” (47). At the beginning of the novel, 
Mosionier makes clear these are the conditions enforced upon the Raintrees; 
the state has dispossessed Alice and Henry, April’s Métis parents, of their In-
dian status. The family is not only ineligible for housing programs, which re-
stricts the Raintrees’ access to community on the reserve, but is also forced to 
move and rely primarily on welfare after Henry contracts tuberculosis. Subtly, 
Mosionier points to the numerous factors that leave the Raintrees vulnera-
ble and limit their choices, opportunities, and abilities to participate in their 
world. Yet, Scarry adds, “torture systematically prevents the prisoner from 
being the agent of anything and simultaneously pretends he is the agent of 
some things” (47). Alice and Henry have lost all power to protect their family 
yet are found guilty of providing inadequate care to their children. When 
the social workers arrive, April is horrified that her mother does not struggle 
to hold on to her and her younger sister, Cheryl, recalling that her mother 
“should have fought with her life to keep [them],” but instead pushes the 
sisters away into the strangers’ “grasping hands” (Mosionier 18). Ultimately, 
Mosionier highlights how, as April grows older, she learns to attribute Henry 
and Alice with a capacity to ensure the security and rights of themselves and 
their children. 

By demonstrating how Indigenous parents are made to be powerless, 
and then, through the mime of agency, made to appear complicit in their own 
oppression, Mosionier reveals how April becomes similarly powerless yet held 
accountable as an agent of self-betrayal. Similar to residential schooling, the 
current-day “foster care” system masquerades as a tool of protection while 
actually functioning as a weapon for the Canadian government’s purposes of 
“world-destruction” (Scarry), in which the regime carries out the disman-
tling, collapsing, or eradication of a person’s social and cultural circles. From 
her time at the orphanage and onwards, April is regulated and punished for 
behaving like a normal child. Scarry’s observation that the torturer controls all 
aspects of the victim’s reality is evident here; April develops a fear of the nuns’ 
disciplinary measures, dreading “even a harsh word” (Mosionier 20). Even 
when she wants to sit next to Cheryl and find comfort in the company of her 
sister, she “never [dares] cross that invisible boundary” (20) that the orphan-
age has instilled in her. Early in the narrative, Mosionier cues us to the way 
April begins to form her relationship with others; she is raised to understand 
herself as an object to be possessed, and she, in turn, should be grateful for her 
oppressor’s acceptance.

Scarry helps us understand that Mosionier is foregrounding a crucial 
perceptual shift: as April’s voice is lifted from her body and appropriated by 
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the regime, April’s “real human pain” is converted into “a regime’s fiction of 
power” (Scarry 18). As a child, April thinks that she is “so sad, so lonely, so 
confused” (Mosionier 24). The existence of her pain is visible and undeniable. 
However, sympathy for April wanes as she voices her disgust for her Métis 
identity while growing up with the DeRosiers. Punished and ridiculed by the 
constant and hateful racism of the DeRosier household but utterly depen-
dent on their foster care for survival, April learns to recognize, accept, and 
internalize Indigenous inferiority. Her disowning of identity is most striking 
when she laments, “Being a half-breed meant being poor and dirty. It meant 
being weak and having to drink. It meant being ugly and stupid. […] Well, I 
wasn’t going to live like a half-breed. […] I would live just like a real white 
person” (47). Her voice consequently draws our attention away from her hurt 
and demands her accountability. This misplaced language of agency fails to 
identify pain as belonging to the body and is a crucial step in how pain comes 
to be read as power, “invoked not to coax pain into visibility but to push it 
into further invisibility, invoked not to assist in the elimination of pain but to 
assist in its infliction” (Scarry 13). Indeed, as April speaks, her body slides out 
of view as we hold her voice, and not the regime, accountable for betraying 
her heritage. 

Rather than depicting April as prejudiced, Mosionier’s objective is to 
demonstrate how “the torturer and the regime have doubled their voice since 
the prisoner is now speaking their words” (Scarry 36). A key example is how 
April learns to understand her parents; conditioned by the dehumanizing 
treatment of the DeRosiers, and not in the least mitigated by April’s social 
workers, April suspects that her parents were not merely “sick”—they were 
instead “drunk Indians” who allowed their lives to deteriorate, abandoning 
her and Cheryl “all for a bottle of booze” (Mosionier 91). By exposing the 
world-destruction inflicted upon April and her parents, Mosionier reveals 
how the legacy of residential schooling and its intergenerational impact on In-
digenous communities slip out of view as Indigenous voices are appropriated 
by the state. April grows up with the prevailing belief that the worst fate of all 
would be to remain trapped in nativeness. Crucially, if we overlook Mosion-
ier’s vigilance in identifying the regime’s step-by-step destruction of home, 
family, and community, then we hear only April’s narrative voice but forget 
her body, making April, “rather than the torturer, [her] voice rather than the 
pain, the cause of [her] loss of self and world” (Scarry 35).  

While Scarry’s analysis of pain and torture helps us understand the 
unmaking of April’s world, Al-Kassim’s “Archiving Resistance: Women’s 
Testimony at the Threshold of the State” provides a framework for illus-
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trating how, as an adult, April enters into the world as “no ordinary figure 
of loss” (Al-Kassim 172). Through the obsessive mediation of the regime, 
April has become “an ego unable to fully extend itself to the world because 
it is so riddled with internal obstructions” (173). The loss of her selfhood 
becomes especially important as Al-Kassim’s conception of incorporation 
addresses the unrecognizable and unspeakable quality of women’s testimony, 
and consequently how women remain simultaneously excluded and uneven-
ly folded into national memory. Placing Mosionier’s novel in conversation 
with Al-Kassim reveals April’s testimony as a re-enactment of the regime’s 
appropriative power that obscures her pain and denies her possibilities for 
justice and healing. Al-Kassim argues that in the pursuit of state-mandat-
ed justice, the symbolic has the power to “deny ‘voice’ while granting the 
rights of speech” (179). Mosionier demonstrates the denial of April’s voice 
in two ways: literally, as she is constrained by legal procedure that renders 
her own trauma unrecognizable and unspeakable, and again as the pursuit of 
a verdict detracts from her desire for self-healing. Whenever April describes 
her assault—to the police, at the preliminary hearing, and at the trial—she 
emphasizes both the burden of retelling and the state’s regulation of her 
voiced experience. Mistaking April for her sister, three men ambush April in 
a parking lot shortly after she arrives in Winnipeg, subjecting her to a violent 
and graphic gang-rape in their nearby car. Left by the side of the street, April 
makes her way to a nearby house and waits for the RCMP in order to pursue 
criminal charges. The first time she recounts the rape, she notes, “The whole 
thing took a long time, and it was taxing. While I talked, tears rolled down 
my face” (Mosionier 134). Al-Kassim suggests that, within a legal frame-
work, the public exposure of a private violation “demands that women adopt 
a position as speaking subject that [feels] foreign at best and like a violent 
repetition for many” (176). Indeed, despite the difficulty in making sense of 
what has happened to her, April is further confused by court procedures and 
terminology, to the point that she “[worries] about messing up [her own] 
testimony” (Mosionier 149). As she scans the room, she recognizes the public 
exposure of her private violation and is immediately seized by the horror that 
“it wasn’t just […] a horrible degradation had happened to [her]. The thing 
was [she] had been part of it” (150, emphasis mine). Ultimately, April feels so 
exposed that her voice literally fades, and, repulsed, she vomits in the wash-
room, as though, like Al-Kassim suggests, she is reliving her rape. The state’s 
insistence that she testify in public not only forces April to re-experience 
the trauma of her assault, but further traps her in a sense of complicity and 
self-disgust. 
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April has the right to speak, yet the symbolic goals of the court deny her 
a voice. The Crown attorney, for example, takes ownership of her intentions, 
imploring the jury that “the one thing we can do on behalf of the girl, April 
Raintree […] is to find this man […] guilty of rape. To give her justice” 
(Mosionier l68). However, before April begins her arduous legal journey, 
she already suspects that the court’s sense of justice is not aligned with, nor 
concerned with prioritizing, her best interests. Echoing the experience of 
Thandi Shezi, who “complained that the [South African] TRC had not been 
interested in healing, only in gathering information” (Al-Kassim 183), April 
asks, “What would I and other ‘squaws’ get out of my going to court? […] 
Nothing, especially for victims of sexual assaults, except humiliation in and 
out of the courtrooms” (Mosionier 140). State-mandated justice and collec-
tive healing, it would seem, demand women’s participation as witnesses of the 
violence inflicted upon the privacy of their bodies while excluding women 
from the closure afforded to the state and the public. 

Aligned with Al-Kassim’s reservations towards the state’s ability to 
conceptualize justice for victims of sexual assault, Mosionier problematizes 
the guilty verdict as a destination that allows a “gliding over” of the bodies 
embedded in the road leading to the construct of justice. Parallel to Scarry, 
Mosionier reminds us that April’s body paved the way to the sentencing of 
her rapist, and that she, not the perpetrator, is the one re-subjected to state 
violence as she endures the “whole rape trial ordeal” (Mosionier 147). To 
prioritize only a guilty verdict is to set aside how the narrative points to the 
ways in which April’s rape, and its gross violence and trauma, has dismantled 
her life. For nearly a year, she is offered no respite or closure; she is unable 
“to be out alone, especially in the dark” (146), and the trial process limits her 
independence and ability to work full time. She physically cannot stop trem-
bling when she sees one of her rapists in the identification lineup. Most of all, 
bathing is no longer a cleansing practice; her ritual baths leave her distraught 
and disgusted from the realization that she “would never be clean again, 
free from the awful smells, free from the filthy feelings” (136). Rather than 
dissipate, April’s recurring traumatic emotions only intensify following the 
verdict. Perhaps most poignantly, she declares to herself, “I had been touched 
by evil, and from now on, it would always be a part of me” (137). 

In dialogue with Scarry and Al-Kassim, Nagy’s “Transitional Justice as 
Global Project: Critical Reflections” considers new avenues for conceptual-
izing forms of justice for Indigenous women that move beyond the limited 
scope of standardised transitional justice. In her work, Nagy scrutinizes the 
“categories of when, to whom and for what transitional justice applies” in order 
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to reveal and caution against the ways in which overly-narrow conceptions of 
transitional justice eclipse pre-existing and ongoing gender-based and struc-
tural violence (279). Such a depoliticized form of justice, Nagy warns, results 
in the absence of women from transitional justice agendas that “lack the social 
and structural context to be able to conceive of these women as victim-survi-
vors, authors and subjects of their own narratives” (286). Informed by Nagy, 
In Search of April Raintree addresses this very issue in truth and reconciliation 
commissions’ pursuits of justice, which limit women’s capacity to be cast as 
subjects and narrators of their own stories. In response, the novel suggests the 
literary may be an alternate realm for women to reclaim their voices. 

Instead of being treated as a credible source, April is met with exhaus-
tive skepticism in the courtroom, exacerbated by the markers of sex and race 
visible on her body. Indeed, not only is April’s capacity to speak constantly 
restricted by the court, but she must also speak for her perpetrators, on behalf 
of Cheryl, and by extension all Indigenous women. In the case of the Rain-
tree sisters, rather than “home and hearth, kinship and tradition” (Al-Kassim 
176), their bodies are made to signify the “native girl syndrome” that insid-
iously haunts April and Cheryl throughout their lives (Mosionier 62). The 
Canadian government, its institutions, and the public categorize the sisters 
to a standard that precedes them and holds Indigenous women to an agency 
that will always imply their complicity and deny them public redemption. 
However, concurrent to the assertion of Indigenous shame, Canadian society 
also normalizes the extreme human rights violation central to the removal of 
Indigenous children from their homes. Roger, April’s white boyfriend, is one 
such example; utterly ambivalent to the systemic dispossession of Indigenous 
peoples, he flippantly asks April, “Do you like feeling sorry for yourself?” 
(172). He then continues, “The big tragedy now is not that you’ve been 
raped. It’s that you refuse to let yourself heal” (172). The hubris and privilege 
he wields, in a particularly insulting turn, carries an accusation of agency that 
works to obscure generations of racial and sexual violence. Despite the jury’s 
verdict, the narrow scope of justice pushes April’s pain further out of view, 
relegating her trauma beyond what is accessible even to herself. 

Contrasting her traumatic experience in the courtroom, April’s brief 
but powerful exchange with White Thunderbird Woman captures an alter-
native method for disclosing pain that allows for the possibility for healing. 
April is not required to speak, to confess her private pains and violations for 
judgement; the Elder places her hands on April’s, and “without speaking a 
word […] imparted her message with her eyes” (Mosionier 159). Rather than 
testifying, this moment of acknowledgment assures April that she is indeed 
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special and deserving of respect, and introduces the beginnings of healing in 
April. She begins, however hesitantly, to contemplate her identity as a Métis 
woman and feels a stirring to survive. While Mosionier does not necessarily 
claim any foolproof solution to the problems she presents, she does prioritize 
a return to Indigenous community. As Scarry succinctly summarizes, the 
relationship between the voice and the body in pain is “about the way other 
persons become visible to us, or cease to be visible to us” (22). Perhaps, as the 
Elder assures April for the first time that her pain is visible and true, her voice, 
long-wandering, returns briefly to inhabit her body. 

In Search of April Raintree maintains a direct and emotional prose that has 
received both praise and criticism for its seemingly simplistic narrative of a 
Métis girl who survives her childhood and assimilates into Canadian society. 
However, Mosionier’s novel, when read attentively and critically, succeeds in 
foregrounding the appropriation of April’s voice through Canadian institu-
tions that have carried out and continue to carry out systemic world-destruc-
tion of Indigenous life. Informed by the critical works of Scarry, Al-Kassim, 
and Nagy, In Search of April Raintree complicates our understandings of agency 
and complicity, reminds us who and what is excluded in the scope of tran-
sitional justice, and through fictional truth-telling, enlarges conceptions of 
justice and healing to include narratives that are, at their core, unspeakable 
and unrepresentable. With these goals at the forefront of her novel, Mosionier 
presents a literary work that prioritizes and makes visible to us the bodies of 
Indigenous women who, in pursuits of justice and reparations, are fighting to 
reclaim their voices.
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MELANCHOLIC TRAVELLING IN RICHARD 
BROME’S THE ANTIPODES : ENCOUNTERING 
OTHERNESS IN SEARCH OF UTOPIA

Isabelle Zhu

“Why, ’tis good to be sad and say nothing,” says Jacques in Shakespeare’s 
As You Like It. But the characters who are sad in early modern plays often say too 
much. Jacques himself does not say nothing; he goes on to insist on the singular-
ity of his melancholy—he is not your stereotypical lover or scholar but someone 
complicated and compounded by novel experiences of travel. It is good to be sad 
and say nothing, but the allure of speaking, making the performance go on, feel-
ing the edges of the knowable world through the possibilities of the imagination 
is irresistible. Written for ENG499: Canon, Biography, Form, the paper orig-
inally included several early modern travel narratives veering from imaginative 
travelling to the theatrical representation of actual travelling. Here, the author 
has cut down her overflowing speech to present a less exhausting exploration of 
just one play. Although travel can create a stronger distinction between the self 
and the other, the author sees melancholic speech in The Antipodes as ultimately 
blurring such distinctions through characters’ desire for a better world that is 
not their own. In a world where literature is politicized in the interest of “canon 
wars”—whether for the reification of national identity and cultural history or as 
a challenge to Enlightenment conceptions of the “human”—the author hopes 
we can read slowly and affectingly for moments that speak to and exceed the 
often divisive nature of political mobilization. She would like to thank Professor 
Jeremy Lopez for his encouragement and comprehensive comments on earlier 
drafts of the paper, as well as all her interlocutors who have thought with her and 
challenged her in the last few years.

Melancholic Travelling in Richard Brome's The Antipodes



58

“What is to be done with the theoretical deadweight of the humors 
today?” (Daniel 1). This is the question that Drew Daniel poses in 

The Melancholy Assemblage: Affect and Epistemology in the English Renaissance. 
Despite the frequent staging of melancholy in early modern drama, no re-
cent criticism has found “melancholy” to be a useful term when writing on 
early modern travel plays. However, Daniel argues that melancholy might 
be productively construed as “a problem of discursive surplus”: although 
the individual’s melancholy is caused by lack or loss, “the crowded scene of 
melancholic representation tends to be characterized not by the disappear-
ance of meaning but by manic overproduction” (5). Melancholy becomes a 
linguistic performance. Melancholic characters are always creating a discur-
sive surplus on stage, and the stage seems to be everywhere.

Presenting itself as a medical textbook, Robert Burton’s sprawling 
literary and philosophical text, The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621-1651), was 
influential for early modern understandings of melancholy. The narrator 
of Burton’s text becomes a prototype of the early modern traveller who, 
afflicted with melancholy, experiences the utopian desire for a better world. 
Burton writes his encyclopedic text to stave off his own melancholy, but his 
melancholic text engenders madness even as it promises a cure. Daniel argues 
that The Anatomy of Melancholy is the performance of a “melancholic wander-
er,” an “aggressive vomiting forth of pointedly chosen snippets and fragments 
of popular culture,” which “recalls the canny thrust of ‘mad speech’” (161). 
By performing a discursive surplus that stimulates the imagination of the 
reader, Burton creates a “hermeneutic of affective contamination” (Daniel 
169). Richard Brome’s play, The Antipodes (1640), is a text “contaminated” 
by Burton’s performance of melancholy. Brome would have probably en-
countered Burton’s popular work, and Burton’s treatment of melancholy—in 
particular, melancholy’s tendency to generate utopian desires through an 
excess of speech—can be traced in Brome’s The Antipodes.  

Burton’s narrator, Democritus Junior, proclaims, “All the world is mad 
[…] it is melancholy” (28). To remedy his own madness and the melan-
cholic world he lives in, Democritus Junior proclaims that he will “make an 
Utopia of [his] own, a new Atlantis, a poetical Commonwealth of [his] own, 
in which [he] will freely domineer, build cities, make laws” (62). In a mad 
world, the last refuge for Democritus Junior is in the power of his imagi-
nation. Imagination can bring one to Utopia, ordering and controlling the 
unruly, undesirable aspects of real life. In The Antipodes, Letoy, the play-
wright within Brome’s play, takes advantage of the power of the imagination 
to cure melancholy. Letoy attempts to cure the central character, Peregrine, 
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of his melancholic madness by staging a therapeutic travel play in which 
Peregrine is unwittingly the protagonist. By bringing Peregrine to Utopia, 
and through Peregrine’s encounter with radical otherness, Letoy seeks to 
encourage a clear distinction between Peregrine’s socially imposed identity 
and the otherness he is always desiring. In “Therapeutic Travel in Richard 
Brome’s The Antipodes,” David McInnis argues that “concomitant with the 
rise of the English nation state was an attendant fear over the fragility of 
English identity” (131). If English identity is to remain stable, early modern 
theatrical works that indulge their audiences’ desire for radical otherness 
must return characters and audiences back to a stable sense of themselves as 
English subjects. I argue that The Antipodes fails at stabilizing English identity 
because both Brome and Letoy can never completely control the meaning of 
their plays and their plays’ affective consequences. Although Letoy attempts 
to cure his melancholic audience’s utopian desire for travel, his play causes 
his audience to imagine and perform a better world that never quite leaves 
their imagination. After the meta-theatrical play is over, the melancholic 
travellers of The Antipodes continue to long for otherness, threatening a stable 
sense of English national identity as they fail to identify with their prescribed 
roles in English society. As a travel play about the idea of travel—as opposed 
to actual colonial voyages—Brome’s The Antipodes suggests that dramatic 
texts that encourage audiences to avoid the perils of travel can never fully 
cure their audiences of melancholic imaginings of a better world. Aesthetic 
closure, theatre’s antidote to boundless imagination, only lasts until the next 
time the mind wanders. 

The Anatomy of Melancholy satirizes the idea that a melancholic colo-
nial voyage is undertaken by one who does not fit in at home. Similarly, in 
The Antipodes, Joyless, Peregrine’s father, notes that Peregrine is an anomaly. 
Other boys “tire themselves / with sports and pastimes” and “restore their 
spirits / Again by meat and sleep” (I.i.133-35). They foster a reciprocal rela-
tionship with the world, exerting their energy into the world and receiving 
nourishment in return. In contrast, Peregrine rejects a reciprocal relationship 
between his body, mind, and the world. While the other boys exist in their 
bodies, Peregrine lives in his mind. He “would whole days / And nights 
(sometimes by stealth)” read travel narratives and “convey his fancy round 
the world” (I.i.135-37). Peregrine wanders away from the reality of his own 
world and the position he should occupy within it. Travel narratives make 
Peregrine melancholic, unsatisfied with the world he lives in. Reality cannot 
cure him and bring him back home. His parents hoped that “a wife / Might 
have restrained his travelling thoughts” (I.i.123-24); marriage promises 
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stability and will not allow Peregrine to travel from home. However, Pere-
grine refuses to play the role of the husband and enter into the economic and 
social stability that marriage provides: although Peregrine and Martha “have 
been three years wed, / They are yet ignorant of the marriage bed” (I.i.157-
58). By refusing to have sex with his wife, Peregrine disavows the role of the 
husband that marriage compels him to play, as well as the demand to secure 
the inheritance of his parents’ estate by having children. Peregrine’s refusal 
of the imperative to reproduce and perform his social role as a man threatens 
the stability of English society. 

Peregrine’s madness engenders madness in other characters through 
his excessive description of exotic lands, which causes other characters to 
perform a similar discursive surplus. Peregrine destabilizes their identities 
by making their minds wander towards otherness. When Martha, Pere-
grine's wife, listens to him speak, she becomes “full of passion” (I.i.160). 
She weeps, laughs, exclaims, and becomes silent as “several / Objects reflect 
upon her wand'ring fancy” (I.i.161-62). Martha, too, has a melancholic mind 
that travels. Barbara, Martha’s confidante, exclaims that it is “Insufferable, 
monstrous!” for Martha to keep her “maidenhead three years after marriage” 
(I.i.203-04), but Barbara is not immune to madness either. When Barbara 
retells Peregrine's imaginings of other lands to the Doctor, she says: 

Doctor Hughball,
Play the man-midwife and deliver him
Of his huge tympany of news—of monsters,
Pygmies and giants, apes and elephants,
Griffins and crocodiles, men upon women,
And women upon men […] (I.i.177-81)

Barbara turns the Doctor into a strange hybrid, “man-midwife,” even as she 
catalogues a list of the strange and monstrous in a land that is, by etymo-
logical definition, as geographically distant from England as possible. Antip-
odes comes from the Greek “anti” and “podes,” meaning “having the feet 
opposite” (“antipodes”). The inhabitants of the Antipodes are diametrically 
opposed to the English, both geographically and culturally. Even as the “oth-
er” is defined in opposition to the familiar, Barbara hybridizes the Doctor 
and Peregrine's gender identity by combining their masculine identity with 
its diametrical opposite. The Doctor becomes a “midwife,” who delivers the 
metaphorically pregnant Peregrine of his madness. Even as characters recog-
nize that the strange and monstrous needs to be delivered from Peregrine's 
imagination, the identities of the characters that define themselves against the 
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“other” become unstable. Such unstable and “othered” identities also emerge 
as sites of desire. Supposedly, Barbara recounts the mad visions of Peregrine 
as an “objective” observer, but Blaze, Barbara's husband, comments: “How 
prettily like a fool she talks! / And she were not mine own wife, I could be / 
So taken with her” (I.i.185-87). Blaze is attracted by the otherness of Barba-
ra's speech, which causes him to entertain the thought of her not being his 
wife. She slips into the realm of illicit desire—she becomes someone more 
alluring than his wife, who is familiar and knowable to him. In The Antip-
odes, travel narratives make the familiar unfamiliar, and all who encounter 
travel narratives—whether in retelling them or hearing them told—slip from 
a stable sense of their identity to becoming “other” than who society says 
they ought to be. 

Letoy tries to stop Peregrine’s imaginative wandering by staging a 
travel play that Peregrine experiences as reality. Like Peregrine, Letoy exists 
in the world of the imagination; however, Letoy’s imagination is satisfied at 
home, and this marks his identity as a comparatively stable English subject. 
Letoy rejects the luxury goods that others export from abroad, exclaiming, 
“Let others shine / Abroad in cloth o’ bodkin” (I.ii.30-31). He can sustain 
himself with English goods; he is happy with his English “broadcloth” and 
knows that the domestic material he purchases is “paid for” with “ready 
money” (I.ii.31-34). While Peregrine and others are desirous of wonders 
from other lands, Letoy plays a concrete commercial role at home that 
sustains the English economy. Letoy’s ostensibly stable English identity also 
informs his theatrical practices. Others put on “public shows and braveries” 
for the world (I.ii.38), but Letoy’s performances are for his own house:

Stage plays and masques are nightly my pastimes,
And all within myself: my own men are
My music and my actors. (I.ii.53-58)

Like Peregrine, Letoy rejects the reality that daytime offers, putting on “stage 
plays and masques” which are “nightly [his] pastimes.” However, unlike Per-
egrine, Letoy has command over the fiction he indulges in. Instead of being 
a passive receiver of travel narratives, Letoy directs the production of drama. 
His entertainment is housed within himself: “[his] own men are / [His] music 
and [his] actors.” By managing how a play is staged and who stages the play, 
Letoy thinks he can control how fiction entices himself and others. 

Letoy wants to make Peregrine experience a world radically different 
from the one he is accustomed to, so that Peregrine’s wandering thoughts 
will be confronted with the shock of cultural difference, which will cause 
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Peregrine to prefer the world he lives in. By indulging in Peregrine’s utopi-
an impulses, Letoy hopes to get rid of utopianism and bring all wandering 
minds back home. Despite his attempts to manipulate the outcome of his 
play, Letoy loses control over it, as he cannot account for the players’ impro-
visations. Letoy’s meta-theatrical performance engenders a desire for another 
world, for multiple encounters with otherness. But not all moments of long-
ing for a different world return to consolidate the self against the “other.” 
Rather, travel narratives cause Letoy’s melancholic audience to slip into an 
otherness they cannot and do not necessarily want to return from.

Instead of curing melancholic desire, Letoy’s travel narrative engenders 
utopian impulses in other characters. The Doctor, who works for Letoy, tells 
Letoy’s audience that they will be travelling to “th’ Antipodes, / That which is 
farthest distant, foot to foot / Against our region” (I.iii.85-87). In the Antip-
odes, the inhabitants look just like the English, “but in their manners, / Their 
carriage, and condition of life” are “extremely contrary” (I.iii.110-12). Both 
Peregrine and Diana, Joyless’ wife, excitedly interject as the Doctor is describ-
ing the distant land; the possibility of encountering otherness during their 
wandering—despite Diana knowing that they are travelling in a fiction—spurs 
their imaginations. After the Doctor says, “there the women overrule the 
men” (I.iii.123), Diana rebels against Joyless’ controlling jealousy:

Diana:                                  Why then, the women
Do get the men with child, and put the poor fools
To grievous pain, I warrant you, in bearing. […]

Doctor: […] No, lady, no; that were to make men women,
And women men. But there the maids do woo
The bachelors, and ‘tis most probable,
The wives lie uppermost. (I.iii.132-41)

Yet, in a world where the “deer / pursue the hounds” (I.iii.152-53), the 
Doctor refuses the possibility of men bearing children—such a world is too 
radically different for the Doctor to entertain, because for him, the essence 
of gender is in reproductive function. However, The Antipodes has already 
shown how gender identity becomes hybridized when people come into 
contact with melancholic travel narratives. According to Barbara, the Doc-
tor has already become the “man-midwife” in trying to deliver a pregnant 
Peregrine of his madness; any stark distinction between men and women is 
already blurred. The identity that Barbara assigns to the Doctor is already 
beyond the limit of what the Doctor would imagine. But the Doctor also 
reveals his sympathy with Diana against Joyless’ tyrannical control. The 
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Doctor imagines with Diana that in another world, “the maids do woo / 
The bachelors,” thereby ascribing sexual agency—which Joyless is terrified 
of Diana having—to women in the Antipodes.

The play also stimulates Martha’s desire for a better world. When 
Diana observes that “wives, when they are old and past childbearing, / Allow 
their youthful husbands other women” (II.ii.141-42), Martha wistfully speaks 
to the Gentleman who is acting the part of the youthful husband: “If it be 
me your wife commends you to, / You shall not need to stray from your own 
house. / I’ll go home with you” (II.ii.157-59). Martha gets out of her seat 
and draws Peregrine’s attention. The Doctor quickly explains that Martha 
and the rest of the audience are “all Antipodeans” (II.ii.162). The play elicits 
a utopian impulse in Martha—giving her a world in which her sexual desires 
could be satisfied—and causes her to break the wall between the audience 
and the performers because she prefers to live in the world of the play. The 
performance becomes a discursive manifestation of utopian desire, creating 
more melancholy as a world completely unlike Brome’s England reveals itself 
to be the one the women want to live in.

In contrast to the women’s wishful desires, Peregrine wants to make 
his new world knowable. He has an empirical and anthropological fascination 
with the Antipodes. He gets into the tiring-house of the actors and mistakes 
the actors’ costumes and props for actual things in the Antipodes. After 
Peregrine epistemologically conquers the land by taking a “strict survey of 
all [the] properties” (III.iii.289), he begins to reduce the otherness that has 
fascinated him into characteristics that are more English. Peregrine defeats all 
the monsters he has imagined and colonizes the inhabitants of the Antipo-
des. In Peregrine’s theatrical encounter with otherness, he “wonder[s]” for 
“a while” (III.iii.300-01), but “wonder” quickly transforms into violence as 
Peregrine sees an opportunity for himself to be exceptional. In a heroic act, 
Peregrine strikes with “thrice knightly force” (III.iii.302); the repetition sig-
nals the legitimation of his violence towards the land he is trying to conquer. 
But unlike a “real” hero, Peregrine’s authority is comical and diminished be-
cause his “sword and shield” are an actor’s, and so is the “imperial diadem” 
(III.iii.304, 315). Peregrine’s behaviour finally aligns with the behaviour of 
the colonizer, who “govern[s] / With purpose to reduce the manners / Of 
this country to his own” (III.iii.320-22). But the theatricality of Peregrine’s 
colonizing force—which he mistakes for real force, as opposed to the per-
formance of a fiction—undermines his return to English behaviour. Only a 
fiction can bring Peregrine back to the English behaviour he should exhibit, 
but he is still wandering, unable to tell fiction from reality. With this delu-
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sion, he maintains an inflated sense of self-importance: Peregrine creates a 
“court well-ordered” (III.iii.324); he makes himself the authoritative centre 
of his own universe, unaware that he is actually the centre of other people’s 
manipulation of his psyche.  

When the play is over, Peregrine returns to the world in which he ac-
tually lives but articulates his complete confusion towards his self and world:

I am what you are pleased to make me; but
Withal so ignorant of mine own condition—
Whether I sleep, or wake, or talk, or dream;
Whether I be, or be not; or if I am,
Whether I do, or do not anything. (V.ii.307-11)

He still cannot tell the difference between fiction and reality, but his jour-
ney to the Antipodes has given him knowledge of his own confusion. As 
Katherine Walker argues, what cures melancholy is the “reflexivity re-
quired in contemplating the madness and melancholic of the body” because 
“knowledge of what could cause melancholy entails knowledge of what to 
avoid” (233). Peregrine demonstrates a reflexivity he lacks throughout the 
play, as his paratactic speech does not elevate one state of being over anoth-
er. He can no longer guarantee his own epistemological certainty. But Per-
egrine does not know what to avoid in order to cure himself of melancholy; 
his state of confusion makes him what Letoy is “pleased to make [him].” 
Without a desire for utopian travel, Peregrine’s mind wanders in an episte-
mological void which Letoy quickly fills with art again. Letoy responds to 
Peregrine’s uncertainty with:

This is music, sir!
You are welcome, and I give full power unto
Your father and my daughter here, your mother,
To make you welcome. (V.ii.316-19)

Peregrine’s speech becomes music, another way of aestheticizing one’s expe-
rience of the world, part of a performance that Letoy never stops putting on. 
Letoy presents Peregrine with Peregrine’s familial relations to anchor him 
in the world, but the surprise of Peregrine’s mother being Letoy’s daughter 
could be too much for Peregrine. The Doctor says, “My lord, you’ll put him 
back again if you / Trouble his brain with new discoveries” and that Le-
toy’s show “will but perplex him too” (V.ii.320-21, 324). However, Letoy 
continues to put on an allegorical masque, so that Peregrine will “recover 
soundly” (V.ii.326). Contrary to the Doctor’s advice, Letoy pulls Peregrine 
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from the truth of his familial relations into fiction, the original cause of 
Peregrine’s madness and melancholy. 

Letoy is obsessed with the order that art provides in a disorderly world; 
he can neatly wash over Peregrine’s epistemological uncertainty by creating 
a world in his masque where he pits “Wine against Melancholy, and ’gainst 
Madness, Health” (V.ii.350)—allegorical forces which maintain Harmony’s 
“commonwealth” (V.ii.355). For Letoy, the allegorical Harmony represents 
order, which is the ideal state of the individual mind and the country. How-
ever, Letoy’s masque demonstrates that melancholy and madness cannot be 
cured; therapeutic fictions return Peregrine and the other characters to a 
self and world that must always be transformed through art. In the masque, 
Melancholy and Madness are factions of Discord, and they continually battle 
with Harmony until Discord vanishes, defeated. But this victory is always 
brief. Letoy’s masque suggests that melancholy and madness are inherent 
states of being on earth, while Harmony “from the spheres” must contin-
uously descend to triumph over Discord (V.ii.357). Through his masque, 
Letoy creates the fiction of a world where art provides order and returns 
mad travellers to their homeland. But these mad travellers desire more than 
home can provide. Letoy ends the scene with “we will want nothing for you 
that may please, / Though we dive for it to th’Antipodes” (V.ii.377-78)—
desire can only be satiated through imaginative travel to a world different 
from Brome’s England. Peregrine’s “I find me well” (V.ii.373) after Letoy’s 
masque is prompted by the feeling of a neatly tied up play, but it does not 
last. Letoy’s cure never stops breeding a melancholic madness, because the 
discursive surplus of imaginative travelling is both the cure and cause of 
melancholy. The mind-travellers of The Antipodes are always wandering 
elsewhere; they need to be sustained by the promise of a world that has not 
arrived, a world that they can never arrive in. At the end of The Antipodes, 
although the characters return to the roles they ought to play, travel narra-
tives cannot keep these characters at home and in their prescribed roles. The 
travellers of The Antipodes remain melancholic and mad; their Englishness 
always threatens to become “other.”

Written during England’s first great period of colonial expansion, 
Richard Brome’s The Antipodes reveals that the minds of the English people 
constantly longed to travel elsewhere. This “elsewhere” does not have to be a 
real place. Fiction, being more malleable than reality, brings people to other 
lands but also reveals the fraught nature of travelling to new worlds, real or 
imagined. For early modern characters and their audiences, theatrical wan-
dering at home does not always keep people at home. As English nationalists 
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and imperialists attempt to reify a sense of national identity and enlightened 
“self” in contrast to the “others” they encounter and colonize abroad, the 
discursive excess of melancholy in England always interrupts attempts at 
forming an insular national identity. For the English people at home, the 
pervasive melancholy in early modern discourse is always the first moment 
of wanting to live in a better world. However, in The Antipodes, characters 
disastrously fail in trying to actualize the longing of that moment—when 
language endures the weight of impossible desires. While travellers like 
Peregrine are reaching for boundless worlds, language wants to mean every-
thing. The mind can hold the world, even if the world cannot hold the mind; 
and by wanting to hold the world, these characters become “other” than 
who they ought to be. Whether they are the better or the worse for having 
become “other,” the madness of melancholy shows us that ethnonationalism 
always fails. By always wandering towards otherness, characters never achieve 
a stable national self. Instead, their wandering leads characters like Diana 
and Martha to indulge in utopian desire. With the distance of five centuries, 
we see that the world of women’s sexual autonomy that Diana imagines in 
The Antipodes has arrived in many countries. “Utopia”—if it does arrive—is 
always belated. But the force of that melancholic and utopian power remains 
present, pushing the characters and audiences of early modern drama beyond 
the reification of national difference and the immediate trajectory of History.
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