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A Profound Experience of Democracy: 
Reconsidering the Democratic Potential 

of John Dewey’s Theory of Art while 
Reading Ben Lerner’s Leaving the Atocha 

Station 
 
KIM SCHOOF*† 
 
Abstract: Adam, the main character in Ben Lerner’s novel Leaving the Atocha 
Station, spends a few months on a fellowship in Spain to write poetry about the 
Spanish Civil War. Reflecting upon the difficulties he experiences with this project, 
he thinks about what it means to have “a profound experience of art” (Lerner 9). In 
this paper, I argue that Adam’s considerations pose a specific problem to the 
democratic potential of John Dewey’s influential art theory as formulated in Art as 
Experience (1934), and that it is Jacques Derrida’s conception of literature in 
relation to democracy that may eliminate this problem. 
 
Keywords: Experience of art, democracy, Ben Lerner, Jacques Derrida, John Dewey 
 
 

For a long minute he was quiet and then he again released a sob. This 
startled the guard into alertness and our eyes met, mine saying that this 
had happened in the other gallery, the guard’s communicating his 
struggle to determine whether the man was crazy – perhaps the kind of 
man who would damage a painting, spit on it or tear it from the wall or 
scratch it with a key – or if the man was having a profound experience of 
art. (Lerner 9) 

                                                           
* Kim Schoof is a recent graduate of the master’s program in Philosophy of Art and 
Culture, and a current research master’s student of Modern Dutch Literature, both at the 
University of Amsterdam. 
† Many thanks to prof. dr. Josef Früchtl. 



ARTICLES KIM SCHOOF 

Digressions 3.1 (2018) 2 

n his 1934 book on thinking about art, leading proponent of American 
pragmatism John Dewey strikes a blow for “recovering the continuity of 
esthetic experience with normal processes of living” to regain “[t]he 

understanding of art and of its rôle in civilization” (Dewey 9). Two major 
statements Dewey defends in this book are reflected by these two quotations 
from its opening pages. In Art as Experience, Dewey holds that esthetic experience 
must be theoretically “democratized”; he aims at a way of thinking that draws 
“the esthetic” back from its isolated “highbrow” position that he believed it had 
gained at the time of writing, and places it back into any person’s everyday 
experience. The second claim is that art is no less than a condition for civilization. 
Although he does not say so in these exact words in Art as Experience, taking into 
account Dewey’s other philosophical preoccupations, we may anticipate that 
civilized societies in Dewey’s opinion are necessarily democratic communities (cf. 
articles like “Christianity and Democracy” from 1893 and his 1916 book 
Democracy and Education). But although Dewey’s view on esthetic experience, art, 
and civilization seems like an inclusive one with plenty of democratic potential, I 
foresee a problem regarding the implications of Dewey’s theory for the 
conditions for democracy. 
 In this essay, I want to address the problem I detect by first giving an 
interpretation of the way in which Dewey connects the concepts of “esthetic 
experience,” “art,” “imagination,” and “civilization” to one another in specifically 
the last chapter of Art as Experience. Next, I discuss how a piece of literary art 
poses a challenge to Dewey’s line of argument; I provide a short reading of 
Leaving the Atocha Station, a novel published in 2011 by US-based novelist Ben 
Lerner. This text not only facilitates its reader with an esthetic experience, it 
thematizes the issue as well, since the main character, who experiences trouble 
with belonging to a community, frequently reflects upon (his own) esthetic 
experiences in a way that is not directly compatible with the Deweyan conception 
of esthetic experience. Moreover, an argument for discussing a novel in the 
context of the Deweyan view on art and democracy is formulated by Dewey 
himself, who thought the genre of the novel constituted a great increase of 
literature’s democratic potential: “The novel has been the great instrument of 
effecting change in prose literature. It shifted the center of attention from the 
court to the bourgeoisie, then to the ‘poor’ and the laborer, and then to the 
common person irrespective of station” (196). Subsequently, I describe a 
possible relation between my reading of Leaving the Atocha Station and the 

I 
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conception of literature as a form of art formulated by Jacques Derrida, by 
addressing the slightly different way in which Derrida connects the same four 
concepts discussed by Dewey, i.e., esthetic experience, art, imagination, and 
civilization or democratic community. In a concluding paragraph, I highlight the 
nuance I believe Derrida’s way of relating art such as literature to democracy can 
add to Dewey’s project, insofar as it aims at democratizing art and designing a 
way of thinking that allows democratic communities to develop. 
 
Dewey’s way of relating art and civilization 
The fourteenth chapter of Art as Experience explicates the exact relation between 
art and civilization that Dewey has in mind. For him, a piece of art expresses an 
instance of imagination, something that exceeds all actualities (Dewey 360). As we 
learn from earlier chapters in Art as Experience, an artwork facilitates its spectator 
with an esthetic experience of unification (Dewey 44): the spectator is invited to 
experience a continuity not only between all the fragments that make up the art 
piece, but also between the object and herself (Dewey 53, 57). She therefore 
experiences a continuity between her actual circumstances and an imaginative 
alternative expressed in/by/through the art piece: 
 

Neither the savage nor the civilized man is what he is by native 
constitution but by the culture in which he participates. The final 
measure of the quality of that culture is the arts which flourish. 
Compared with their influence things directly taught by word and 
percept are pale and ineffectual. Shelley did not exaggerate when 
he said that moral science only “arranges the elements that poetry 
has created,” if we extend “poetry” to include all products of 
imaginative experience. […] Only imaginative vision elicits the 
possibilities that are interwoven within the texture of the actual. 
(Dewey 359) 

 
This does not only mean that the spectator experiences something radically new 
or other, and that something that was at first impossible to her suddenly becomes 
possible, but it also means that art can make all kinds of people feel connected to 
one another, within and between societies, by asking from its spectator an 
unprejudiced mode of perceiving: “[t]he moral function of art itself is to remove 
prejudice, do away with the scales that keep the eye from seeing, tear away the 
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veils due to wont and custom, perfect the power to perceive” (Dewey 338). This 
removal of prejudice is necessary for communality to come into existence, 
because the prevailing world is always a walled one: “In the end, works of art 
are the only media of complete and unhindered communication between man 
and man that can occur in a world full of gulfs and walls that limit community 
of experience” (Dewey 109). By breaking walls, esthetic experience can make 
people feel like they all are inseparable and constitutive parts of society’s whole: 
“when the art of another culture enters into attitudes that determine our 
experience genuine continuity is effected. Our own experience does not thereby 
lose its individuality but it takes unto itself and weds elements that expand its 
significance. A community and continuity that do not exist physically are created” 
(Dewey 350). 
 Thus, art as an expression of imagination and the unifying esthetic 
experience that it facilitates, form a condition for the development of 
communities in which people relate to one another as equals, in other words: for 
democratic civilization. I say democratic civilization, because Dewey’s conception 
of the term “democracy” is not confined to a way of organizing political practice, 
but rather covers a way of people relating to one another as members of a 
civilized, free culture, as free and equal beings: “Democracy for Dewey is not a 
name for a special political institution so much as one for a creative-critical 
culture. Political freedom is more a result of a free culture than the other way” 
(Alexander 272). 
 
“A profound experience of art” and its risk of exclusion 
Let us now turn to an imaginative civilian whose experiences pose a problem to 
this conception of art, esthetic experience, imagination, and civilization. Main 
character Adam Gordon, whose thoughts and feelings are expressed in Ben 
Lerner’s novel Leaving the Atocha Station, receives a fellowship to stay in Madrid 
for a few months and write poetry about the Spanish Civil War. Adam looks back 
on his time in Spain; the novel expresses his ongoing reconsideration of what he 
has experienced there. In the first weeks of his stay, reflected upon in the first 
pages of the novel, Adam wakes up early every morning, performs a ritual with 
coffee, marijuana, and tranquilizers, and heads for the Prado museum to stand in 
front of Rogier Van der Weyden’s The Descent from the Cross for a while, waiting 
to have what he calls “a profound experience of art” (Lerner 9). Adam regards 
having such an experience as a fundamental step in the first phase of his project, 
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since a real artist, capable of writing real poetry on a serious topic such as the 
Spanish Civil War, should at least be able to have a real esthetic experience of a 
real painting in a real Spanish museum like real Spaniards. Unfortunately, he finds 
himself unable to have such an experience. What he does experience is a distance 
from other people that he meets in front of the painting, who do seem to be 
having a profound experience of art, and from the people whose theories on the 
artwork he has read: “the closest I’d come to having a profound experience of art 
was probably the experience of this distance [between my experience of actual 
artworks and the claims made on their behalf], a profound experience of the 
absence of profundity” (Lerner 9). The reader learns that Adam, due to his 
incapability of having an esthetic experience, feels that he cannot be a real poet, 
not a real artist, that instead he is a fraud, not suited for accomplishing an 
important project like poetically addressing an historical event that is so 
significant to the Spanish community. 
 Adam’s considerations about not being able to have an esthetic 
experience and the fear that this incapability makes him a fraud, pose the 
following problem to Dewey’s theory of art as experience: if art really is the 
expression of an imaginative account, and esthetic experience really is what 
produces continuity between the actual and the imaginative, making people feel 
like they are integral parts of a unity, then what should we think of people who 
do not seem to be able to experience this continuity, this wholeness? Can we 
claim that these people are no part of the community of those who have esthetic 
experiences? Could we even claim that these people are “less civilized” than the 
people who are capable of having profound experiences of art? I fear that, 
referring to John Dewey’s theory of art in Art as Experience, we can, no matter 
how democratized the concepts of art and esthetic experience turn out to be in 
his text. 
 Allow me to switch back to Adam in Leaving the Atocha Station: later in 
the novel, the reader learns that Adam at a certain point has experienced 
something while enjoying an artwork. It happened when he was on a train reading 
John Ashbery’s Selected Poems. In the novel, Adam reconsiders this experience: 
 

The best Ashbery poems, I thought, although not in these words, 
describe what it’s like to read an Ashbery poem; his poems refer to 
how their reference evanesces. And when you read about your 
reading in the time of your reading, mediacy is experienced 
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immediately. It is as though the actual Ashbery poems were 
concealed from you, written on the other side of a mirrored 
surface, and you saw only the reflection of your reading. But by 
reflecting your reading, Ashbery’s poems allow you to attend to 
your attention, to experience your experience, thereby enabling a 
strange kind of presence. But it is a presence that keeps the virtual 
possibilities of poetry intact because the true poem remains 
beyond you, inscribed on the far side of the mirror: “You have it 
but you don’t have it. / You miss it, it misses you. / You miss each 
other.” (Lerner 91) 

 
As a reader, we thus learn what Adam thinks is happening when he is having an 
esthetic experience while reading poetry, something that he could not define at 
first, but that he, after some thinking, does find himself able to make sense of. But 
Adams “making sense” of John Ashbery’s poems does not exactly reflect the 
Deweyan way of “making sense” of an artwork. Adam does not experience a 
continuity between all separate poetical lines and the totality of the poem, does 
not experience a unity or a continuity between his own actual state of being and 
that “other” possibility, the imaginative “actuality” in the poem. Rather, he 
experiences not experiencing unity, he experiences the lack of continuity between 
his perceptive capacities and the content of the poem, he experiences the 
absence of a whole in which both he and the poem could play a part. 
Incompatible to Dewey’s theory of art and esthetic experience, Adam does qualify 
his experience of the Ashbery poem as an esthetic experience – and he does so, 
based on a reading of the poem itself; it is not his capacity of experiencing 
continuity and unity that is lacking, but the poem that invites Adam to experience 
distance between himself and the poem. Therefore, having an experience of art in 
Adam’s case means having an experience of distance, rather than an experience 
on the basis of which we can build up a continuity between all elements of an 
experienced artwork. In other words: the secret of the Ashbery poem does not 
reveal itself to its reader while reading, rather, the reader experiences the 
contours of its secret, and at the same time experiences that she will never be 
able to know the content of its secret. To Adam, this lack of experiencing 
continuity is not a negation of, but a condition for, esthetic experience. 
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Derrida: Literature and democracy 
In the previous paragraph, I used the term “secret” not only to refer to the Lerner 
passage cited above, but also to link the interpretation of Leaving the Atocha 
Station referring to the writings of Jacques Derrida. In response to the problem 
that Adam poses to Dewey’s theory of art, I want to take up Derrida’s ideas about 
the relation between literature and democracy. For Derrida, literature, as an art-
genre, has a responsibility towards the “démocratie à venir” (Derrida, “This 
Strange Institution” 38). This does not mean that Derrida thinks that literature 
necessarily causes existing societies to change their course in such a way that 
they would become increasingly democratic. It rather means that literature invites 
its readers to be receptive to a way of thinking or talking that does not blindly 
follow the logic of the prevailing discourse. According to Derrida, literary texts are 
capable of stimulating an openness towards non-prevailing ways of thinking 
(Sijde 317). 
 The precise relation between literature and democracy that Derrida has in 
mind may be expressed more clearly when brought into relation with similar 
ideas about this relation formulated in a slightly different way by fellow 
philosophers. In The Inoperative Community, Jean-Luc Nancy claims that literary 
texts, because of their capability of presenting polyphonies of voices and ideas 
not stripped of their ambiguity, can give communities indications about how to 
do justice to what, according to the prevailing discourse, counts as “other.” In The 
Unavowable Community, Maurice Blanchot formulates the statement that 
literature is capable of dramatizing an engagement with openness towards what 
cannot be calculated beforehand (Sijde 312). Both philosophers argue that, for a 
civilization to develop in which people really relate to one another as equals, 
people have to be stimulated ceaselessly to reconsider the possibly excluding 
implications of their own ways of thinking and talking, to consider alternative 
ways of thinking and talking, ways that are not possible in actuality, but may turn 
out to be possible by seriously taking imaginative possibilities into account. 
 Derrida’s conception of the “democracy to come” is similar to the ideas 
about the possibility of community expressed by Blanchot and Nancy: “real 
democracy” is an everlasting promise that may never be actualized, since human 
discourse will always implicitly exclude at least some ways of thinking and will 
thus disadvantage at least some people. Yet, this everlasting promise of 
democracy impinges upon us a responsibility to reconsider the implications of 
the prevailing way of thinking over and over. Literature turns out to be an 
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effective art-genre for this sort of reconsideration, since literary texts can express 
all sorts of ways of thinking, both actual and imaginative, without expressing 
preference for either one of them: “Literature, which narrates or cites, is the name 
for a neutrality before decision, conceptuality prior to the oppositions between 
actual and virtual, serious and nonserious, real and fictional, but a priority we can 
think of as the permanent possibility of the suspension of reference” (Derrida, 
“Passions” 9). 
 These considerations make Derrida state that democracy would not be a 
possibility without the absolute freedom of speech that characterizes literature 
(Derrida, “Passions” 28) and without literature’s special feature, i.e., the “oblique” 
way of addressing what is fundamentally “secret”: “There is in literature, in the 
exemplary secret of literature, a chance of saying everything without touching 
upon the secret” (Derrida, “Passions” 29). In Paper Machine: Cultural Memory in 
the Present (2005), Derrida formulates this idea in slightly different terms: 
 

Literature keeps a secret that doesn’t exist, in a sense. Behind a 
novel, or a poem, behind what is in effect the richness of a sense to 
be interpreted, there is no secret meaning to be interpreted. A 
character’s secret, for instance, does not exist; it has no thickness 
outside the literary phenomenon. Everything is secret in literature 
and there is no secret hidden behind it – there you have the secret 
of this strange institution. (Derrida, Paper Machine 163) 

 
In other words, literature can give expression to what is other, not-actual, non-
prevailing, imaginative, because it does not pretend to “reveal” the “content” of 
this fundamentally secret otherness. It rather presents the secret as secret. The 
experience it facilitates is thus not one of continuity between itself and the 
content of the secret, but that of a necessary distance. 
 The way that this instance of literature relates to communality, is by 
inviting its readers to experience the fact that there will always be something 
secret within themselves as much as there is in others that they will not be able to 
understand, and that it is exactly this otherness that they share with and that 
connects them to one another (Sijde 312). This conception of communality is one 
that allows otherness as such, difference as such, to exist within it – and I would 
say the allowance of diversity and difference to exist within a community counts 
as a condition for democracy. Interestingly, while one may argue that Derrida 
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would be a representative of what Dewey calls “[t]he theory that art is play” 
(Dewey 289) as opposed to theories that say art causes “real” changes, since his 
“theory” of language is based on a notion of play (Derrida, “Sign, Structure and 
Play”), his conception of literature says otherwise. For Derrida, “[l]iterature does 
not exist as an entity separate from societal engagement” (Sijde 316, my 
translation). 
 
Distance as a ground for community 
At the end of Leaving the Atocha Station, Adam reconsiders his participation in a 
panel discussion on Spanish poetry, where he sat worrying about not being able 
to express himself as a worthy member of the Spanish-speaking community, 
feeling like he was still “outside the language [he] was speaking, building simple 
sentences with the blocks [he]’d memorized, not communicating through a fluent 
medium” (Lerner 168). Yet on the same page, Adam draws the conclusion that it 
might be exactly his effort of trying to think and talk in ways other than his “own,” 
without ever being able to really do so much, and his experiencing of an 
unbridgeable distance instead of a unity, that makes him a worthy member of the 
community he was placed into because of his fellowship. He then even considers: 
“Maybe only my fraudulence was fraudulent” (Lerner 168). Nevertheless, the fact 
that Adam says “maybe” should be stressed: the reader who experiences Leaving 
the Atocha Station never knows for sure what Adam thinks and feels. This distance 
between the reader and the main character is the result of, among other things, 
the fact that Adam does not communicate his thoughts and feelings to the reader 
at the moment he has them; he reflects upon them afterwards. In many ways, as 
Daniel Katz has argued, reading the novel itself is like reading an Ashbery poem – 
having the experience that it is written on the other side of a mirrored surface 
(Katz 321). 
 As I have argued in the above, the problem I foresee for the democratic 
potential of Dewey’s thinking about art and esthetic experience is expressed by 
Ben Lerner’s main character Adam, who experiences a distance instead of unity 
while looking at art, and therefore experiences a distance between himself and 
the community he wishes to be part of. The problem: when describing esthetic 
experience as the experience of continuity and unity, one risks holding on to a 
way of thinking that may allow exclusion, that may allow exiling anyone who does 
not share this experience of wholeness. Adam gives expression to the idea that 
for a community of equals to come into existence, people should not have to be 
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able to share in one and the same experience of unity, but should be able to 
experience the fact that there is something inescapably other within every person, 
including within themselves. Esthetic experience should be conceptualized as an 
experience of otherness as otherness, thus of distance, not as something that 
forms a unity with the “self.” It is only then that a democratic community of a 
diversity of people potentially exists. 
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Good Alien/Bad Alien: Transformers, 
Trump, and Immigrants 

 
AREESHA BANGLANI* 
 
Abstract: What differentiates the good alien from the bad alien? How can an alien 
come to be considered good when, by default, it poses a threat? This article explores 
the relationship between the good and the bad alien as well as questions the role of 
the alien’s body in either helping the alien belong or hindering it from fully 
belonging. I undertake this inquiry by reading the Transformers film series in line 
with the current discourse around Muslim Americans, especially the debate 
surrounding Donald Trump’s presidential election and policies regarding Muslim 
immigrants. 
 
Keywords: alien, science fiction, Muslim, immigrant, Trump 
 
 
 

ntroduction 
With the election of Donald Trump as the 45th president of the United States, 
anxiety and fear regarding the fate of immigrants, especially Muslim, has 

increased exponentially, and for good reason. Trump has made it clear that he 
plans to not only deport “illegal” immigrants but also to ban entry of immigrants 
from Muslim majority countries. His reasoning is that these immigrants are the 
reason America has a drug and gang problem, unemployment, and terrorism. The 
counterargument to Trump’s xenophobic comments about Muslim immigrants is 
the idea, or the myth, of the moderate Muslim, or as I will use in this paper, the 
“good” Muslim. Mamdani credits George W. Bush with coming up with this 
distinction between good and bad Muslims following 9/11: 
 

                                                           
* Areesha Banglani is a feminist anthropologist currently teaching at Institute of Business 
Administration (IBA) Karachi, Pakistan. She is an Erasmus Mundus graduate of the 
Master’s program in Gender and Women’s Studies at Utrecht University. 
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From this point of view, “bad Muslims” were clearly responsible for 
terrorism. At the same time, the president seemed to assure 
Americans that “good Muslims” were anxious to clear their names 
and consciences of this horrible crime and would undoubtedly 
support “us” in a war against “them.” (loc 222-224) 

 
In this paper I wish to discuss this idea of a good immigrant, focusing on the 
good Muslim immigrant. The good immigrant always exists in conjunction with 
the bad immigrant; if it was not for the Muslim terrorist, there would be no 
moderate, peace-loving Muslim. 
 The way I wish to explore this good immigrant/bad immigrant-binary is 
via the film series Transformers. The four-part film series – the fifth installment is 
yet to be released at the time of writing – tells the story of the good aliens, the 
Autobots, who come to Earth after the destruction of their planet, Cybertron, in 
search of refuge and hoping to find the AllSpark, an artifact that will help rebuild 
Cybertron. The Decepticons, the bad aliens belonging to the same race as the 
Autobots, also come in search of the AllSpark so that they can create an army to 
destroy the universe. The Autobots, along with the American military, protect the 
Earth from the Decepticons. The films present an interesting discussion on real-
life aliens and on what makes a certain alien presence acceptable and another 
unacceptable. 
 I choose the Transformers film series to talk about the immigration debate 
as science fiction presents us with the possibility to see things from a different 
perspective, a perspective we may be blinded to in the real world due to our 
biases and prejudices. The genre provides a different lens through which to 
assess reality, placing the familiar into the unfamiliar and in the process pushing 
one to question that which may be taken for granted. 
 

[The] tension between the “known” and the “unknown” is at the 
heart of science fiction. It creates a reading process based on 
estrangement, which places familiar issues into strange territory: 
even when we are not familiar with a new planet and its 
corresponding new technology being described, the social and 
personal issues within the narrative speak to our experiences. 
(Melzer 3) 
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Science fiction, while it may deal with the strange and the unknown, deals with 
issues that are familiar or real to the world. “The strange, unfamiliar settings allow 
the genre to explore power relations in ways different from realistic fiction” 
(Melzer 5). For example, the movie District 9 uses the genre of science fiction to 
comment on the South African apartheid-era and issues of racial segregation vis-
à-vis an alien presence on Earth. 
 In this paper, I will attempt to read the Transformers film series in line with 
the current discourse on Muslim Americans and attempt to work out the parallels 
between science fiction and contemporary politics and culture. I will do this by 
exploring the idea of the good alien versus the bad alien. I will first look into the 
threat that the alien poses and how the good alien comes to be accepted in the 
face of this threat. I will then explore the relationship between the good alien and 
the bad alien. On the one hand, the existence of the bad alien justifies the 
presence of the good one, but on the other, the good alien is considered 
responsible for the presence of the bad one. Hence, there is an intimate link 
made between the good and the bad alien, which I will discuss. Finally, I will turn 
to the question of the alien’s body, i.e., the form the alien takes, and how this 
form can either help or hinder the alien from belonging. I will conclude by stating 
that regardless of how good the good alien is, they will always be treated with 
suspicion, as an outsider, due to their alienness which is embedded in their 
corporeality. 
 
The alien threat 
The alien in most science fiction and popular culture is caricatured as a 
threatening entity: 
 

Aliens are regarded as a threatening presence, possessed of a drive 
or force that, if not stopped, will absorb, consume, or subvert and 
transform the body politic. Consequently, much of American 
popular culture invites and even incites violence and war against 
aliens. (Lipschutz 80) 

 
The alien brings with them the destruction of the Earth and humankind. They 
usually attack; hardly ever does one see an alien in popular culture that has come 
in peace. As a result, the alien must be destroyed, the threat must be eliminated. 
The question then arises whether there is a possibility for an alien to be good. In 
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other words, can the alien, which is equated with death and destruction, present 
the possibility of peace and protection? There have been a few representations of 
the good alien in popular culture, one such in the Transformers series. This brings 
me to my next inquiry, what qualities, actions, or behaviors are characteristic of a 
good alien. In other words, what makes a good alien good and no longer a 
threat. 
 For the alien to be good, they must not pose a threat. In other words, their 
intentions must not be to destroy or destruct. The alien must be peaceful and 
cause no harm. However, to be non-threatening is a necessary but insufficient 
condition to be considered a good alien. What makes one a good alien is one’s 
active participation in eliminating the threat of the “bad” alien and safeguarding 
the interests of the nation. 
 The Autobots in Transformers not only fight the Decepticons, who want to 
use the Earth’s resources for their planet and enslave humans, but also 
collaborate with the American government to form the Non-Biological 
Extraterrestrial Species Treaty (NEST), a classified taskforce aiming to find and 
eradicate the surviving Decepticons. The Autobots are themselves peaceful, 
causing no harm to anyone, but their acceptance on Earth is the result of their 
effort to protect humanity in collaboration with the American government. To be 
considered a good alien, it is not enough to not pose a threat, but one should 
also participate actively in eradicating threats from the bad aliens. The aliens have 
to be allies of the humans, protecting them from harm posed by other aliens. 
They serve as native informants, “agree to share their intel with us,” and help 
humans prepare for the threat (Transformers: Revenge). Sergeant Epps from NEST, 
standing next to Optimus Prime, the leader of the Autobots, defends the 
Autobots’ coalition to the president’s liaison, Dr. Galloway. Epps states: “we have 
shed blood, sweat, and precious metal together” (Transformers: Revenge). After 
the battle with the Decepticons, we see the corpse of the deceased Autobot, 
shrouded in the American flag, highlighting the acceptance of the Autobots, at 
least by the taskforce, as allies who have fought and lost lives to protect 
humanity. The good alien earns their place by helping get rid of the bad ones as 
well as explain, by being a native informant, the behavior and actions of the bad 
alien. 
 The same attitude is adopted by the West in its dealings with the non-
Western immigrant, especially Muslims. Like the Autobots, Muslims and 
immigrants are by default bad, and it is only by proving their worth, their 
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“goodness,” that they can be included in the community. Regarding this, 
Mamdani writes: 
 

unless proved to be “good,” every Muslim was presumed to be 
“bad.” All Muslims were now under obligation to prove their 
credentials by joining in a war against “bad Muslims.” (loc 225-226) 

 
Similarly, Maira writes that those considered good are pro-West and work as 
native informants providing insider information for the protection of the 
Americans. Maira identifies good Muslims as: 
 

public Muslims who can offer first-person testimonials, in the 
mode of the native informant, about the oppression of women in 
Islam, the “freedoms ... in the West,” ... and the hatred, racism, and 
anti-Semitism of Arabs and Muslims. (635) 

 
For Maira, the model Muslim is the pro-West “good Muslim” feminist – such as 
Irshad Manji and Ayaan Hirsi Ali – who speaks up against the oppression of Islam 
and supports – and in this way participates in – the so-called war on terrorism. 
These good Muslims are then included in the national narrative as witnesses who 
justify the war against the bad Muslims. 
 The good alien’s willingness to help the humans, however, does not 
necessarily mean that those aliens will no longer be treated with suspicion. Even 
when the alien allies with the humans and is working to protect them, by virtue of 
being an alien, it will always be under suspicion: referring to the Autobots, Dr. 
Galloway states: “when our national security is at stake, no one is above reproach” 
(Transformers: Revenge). In his interaction with Optimus Prime, Dr. Galloway is 
nothing short of suspicious and distrusting of the Autobots. He questions, since 
the AllSpark has been destroyed, why the Decepticons have not left. This 
questioning alludes to the suspicion attached to the allegiance of the Autobots as 
well as implies a relationship between the good and bad alien; a relationship or 
link that I address in the next section. 
 For American Muslims, the proof of being good will not necessarily rid 
them of all suspicion; their alienness will always be an aspect based on which 
their actions will be questioned. We can see this unfold in Donald Trump’s 
statements regarding Ghazala Khan who was standing next to her husband, Khizr 
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Khan, as he addressed the Democratic National Convention (DNC) in July 2016, 
talking about their son, Captain Humayun Khan, who lost his life in Iraq (see “Dad 
of Fallen”). The Khan family could be considered an example of the good Muslim: 
the son who lost his life fighting against the “bad” Muslim, the parents who stood 
at the DNC in support of values such a liberty and equal rights, the father who 
carried a copy of the U.S. constitution in his pocket. Trump responded to Mr. 
Khan’s speech by stating that Mrs. Khan was not allowed to speak during the 
speech, referring to the subordination of women in Islam (Turnham). Trump’s 
response implies Mr. Khan to be an oppressive, “bad” Muslim and Mrs. Khan as 
oppressed. This is one example of how the actions of the alien are under constant 
scrutiny, treated with suspicion and called out if they do not adhere to “human,” 
or in this case American, values – regardless of how many times one has proven 
to be a good alien. This echoes in the words of Harold Attinger, who founded a 
CIA faction to rid the Earth of Transformers in order to protect humanity: “there 
are no good aliens or bad aliens… It’s just us and them” (Transformers: Age). 
 I have argued that the alien is by default considered a threat, even if they 
do not pose a threat and come in peace. What makes an alien a good alien is not 
only that they do not pose a threat, but rather are active participants in 
eliminating the threat from the bad aliens. However, even if the good alien fights 
against the bad aliens to protect humankind, this does not mean that the good 
alien is beyond suspicion. It is simply due to their alienness that they will always 
be considered a potential threat and be scrutinized. As a result, the good alien is 
always a potential bad alien. It is this relationship between the good and the bad 
alien that I wish to consider in the next section. 
 
The good alien/bad alien-relationship 
There is often a strong link made between the presence of the good and the bad 
alien, the presence of one is fully explained and justified by the presence of the 
other. This link, or relationship, has dual implications, to which I will refer as the 
positive and negative aspect. 
 The positive aspect of this relationship implies that the good alien is 
needed for protection from the bad one. To explain this relationship further, let 
me turn to the final point of Dr. Galloway’s inquiry where he asks Optimus Prime: 
“if our national security is best served by denying you further asylum on our 
planet, will you leave peacefully?” (Transformers: Revenge). The implication here is 
that the Autobots’ existence on Earth should serve the interests of humans; the 
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moment the Autobots are no longer needed to safeguard humans from the bad 
aliens and are, in fact, the cause of the threat, they should be made to leave. 
 Maira talks about the relationship between the good and bad Muslims 
whereby “the entrepreneurial ‘good Muslim’ ... needs the ‘bad Muslim’ to stay in 
business, to have an object of condemnation justifying her critique and from 
which the ‘reform-minded’ Muslim can be distinguished” (636-37). If there is no 
threat of the bad Muslim, good Muslims are of no use to the American state. The 
good Muslim would then be “just” Muslim and, as argued earlier, bad by default. 
It is only the existence of the bad Muslim that legitimizes not only the need, but 
also the existence, of the good Muslim. The presence of both the Autobots and 
the “good” Muslims is only welcome as long as it is useful in deterring the bad 
aliens. 
 Another aspect of the good alien/bad alien-relationship, the negative one, 
is the idea that it is, in fact, the good alien’s presence that is attracting the bad 
alien, and as a result, both must be eliminated from the planet. In this situation, 
the good alien becomes a threat themselves and, as discussed earlier, the good 
alien cannot pose a threat. As a result, what might have been a good alien is now 
a bad alien. In Transformers: Dark of the Moon, the Autobots are exiled from Earth 
as a result of the Decepticons’ threat that if the Autobots stay on Earth, the 
Decepticons will wage war against the planet. The good alien, when it proves not 
to be useful for Earth’s protection but instead poses a threat, is no longer 
welcome on our planet. 
 In the context of the United States, Donald’s Trump’s travel ban is one 
example of the consequence of this relationship. Trump’s ban on Muslims 
entering America includes withholding visa from the citizens of the six Muslim 
countries which do not have “a credible claim of a bona fide relationship with 
someone in the U.S.” (“Trump Travel Ban”). What is interesting to note is that the 
definition of bona fide relationship excludes grandparents, uncles, aunts, nieces, 
and nephews. A Twitter campaign using the hashtag #GrandParentsNotTerrorists 
aimed to highlight the arbitrariness of the definition of close family. By sharing 
pictures of their grandparents, Twitter users urged Donald Trump to rethink his 
definition of terrorists. User @ekhatami, tweeting a picture of her grandmother 
asked: “This is my lovely grandma. @realDonaldTrump does she look like a 
terrorist to you?” Similarly, user @mo0nbeam tweeted: “Hey 
@realDonaldTrump, does my grandpa look dangerous to you?” 
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 The ban on Muslims, good or bad, entering America shows how the good 
alien is also treated as a bad alien due to their relationship with the bad alien, and 
the possible threat the good alien can pose due to this relationship. Since the 
American government cannot distinguish between who is entering the country 
with violent intentions and who is not, between the good and the bad Muslim, all 
Muslims become a threat and are considered bad Muslims. Hence, the good 
alien, when posing a threat to national security, must be dealt with in the same 
manner as the bad alien. 
 The bad alien ends up defining the good alien. It is only because there is a 
bad alien that there is a need for the good one. The good alien needs the bad 
alien to justify their presence. Moreover, the link between the good and bad alien 
can also have negative implications, with the former attracting, or contributing to, 
the presence of the latter. In such a situation, the good alien itself becomes a 
threat and hence is considered and treated as a bad alien. 
 
The alien body 
So far, I have spoken of the acts and behaviors of the good alien in relation to the 
bad alien. In this section, I wish to focus on the body of the alien and discuss how 
their corporeality results in even the good alien not belonging. Even when they 
act in line with the behavior of the good alien, the body or the form of the alien 
serves as a reminder of their potential threat. 
 The way in which the Autobots, and sometimes the Decepticons, conceal 
their identity while on Earth is by changing into the shape of automobiles, such as 
cars, trucks, motorbikes, and aircrafts. When in their automobile form, the alien is 
able to conceal its giant metal body. Those unaware that the automobile is in fact 
an alien are not threatened by it, as it is in a form that humans are familiar with. 
When Sam Witwicky tells the Autobots to hide in case his parents see them, the 
Autobots turn into their vehicle form in his yard (Transformers). Although not the 
most effective hiding strategy, it would be easier to explain cars and trucks in the 
yard as opposed to giant metal creatures. Even when humans are aware that the 
vehicles are aliens, this form makes the aliens less threatening. In Transformers: 
Revenge of the Fallen, when Dr. Galloway confronts Optimus Prime, the latter 
turns to three motorbikes and tells them to keep calm, the implication being to 
stay in their vehicle form while he deals with Dr. Galloway. This can be read to 
mean that when in their vehicle form, the aliens are less threatening to humans 
and can be accepted as part of the surroundings. 
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 This brings me to an important point of the body or form of the alien and 
how it affects the belonging, or passing, of the alien. In most science fiction 
movies, aliens take a non-human form. However, unlike the Autobots, their form 
is an unfamiliar, scary, and threatening one, be it the creatures from Alien, the 
“prawns” from District 9, or the friendly alien stranded on Earth in E.T. the Extra-
Terrestrial. The aliens usually take on a bug-like, gruesome appearance, one that 
is hard to look at and markedly differentiates them from humans. Seldom does 
one see aliens that look like humans; two examples that come to mind are D.C.’s 
Superman and Goku from Dragonball Evolution, both of whom pass as humans 
and are accepted on Earth. The body of the alien, thus, plays an important role in 
their belonging. 
 Donald Trump, when speaking of immigrants, talks about a very particular 
sort of immigrant, i.e., a non-European immigrant. Meryl Streep, while accepting 
an award at the 2017 Golden Globes, called Trump out on his plans to send back 
immigrants. Pointing to celebrities such as Ryan Gosling, Amy Adams, and Natalie 
Portman, she said: “Hollywood is crawling with outsiders and foreigners. If you 
kick ’em all out, you’ll have nothing to watch but football and mixed martial arts, 
which are not the arts” (“Meryl Streep Speech”). While her intention may be 
noble, what Streep overlooks here is that Trump does not want to kick out the 
immigrants she points to – immigrants that are from a certain class and, more 
importantly, are white, and are able to pass as “Americans.” Donald Trump’s 
immigration policies target those who do not pass, those whose bodies do not 
look American enough. When he speaks of the immigrant, the immigrant is 
Hispanic, Asian, Arab, or African, but never white. In other words, the immigrant’s 
corporeality serves as a constant reminder that they are an outsider. 
 Like the Autobots, the immigrant also has one way in which they can 
change form and belong, and this is where the question of class comes in. Odile 
Ferly puts it aptly when she writes that “money … has whitening powers” (121). 
When speaking of the “good” Muslim American men, Maira writes: “these men 
are educated, articulate, and dressed in Western business attire” (637). The non-
white immigrant can attempt to pass, attempt to change their form, by not only 
belonging to a certain class but, more importantly, performing that class. This 
requires a performance of Western values by downplaying one’s own race and 
instead focusing on financial, academic, and professional achievements. Okwonga 
writes that to counteract the negative stereotypes attached to black people, he 
gave a certain performance of race and class in front of his dominantly white, 
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upper-class group of friends at Oxford University. “That meant never getting 
drunk, never getting that Afro I had long wanted, never taking the joint when it 
was offered” (Okwonga 229). Similarly, Riz Ahmed talks about what he calls the 
auditions he has had to give at airports to get through security. At first, it was his 
English accent with which he performed his Westernness whenever he was 
detained by airport security. Later, as he got bigger roles in Hollywood, Ahmed 
writes that, “I was getting waved through without protocol ... I find myself on the 
right side of the same velvet rope with which I was once clothes-lined” (167). 
Hence, class becomes the disguise through which the alien can change its form 
and attempt to pass as one of the humans. 
 The question that arises is: how effective is this strategy? In other words, 
does the mask of class disguise the immigrant completely or does their corporeal 
form overpower this mask? Okwonga recalls that when he started Eton College, 
an alumnus of Eton told him that “he will never be one of them” (227). It took 
Okwonga a few years to realize that: 
 

even if you lived a decent, law-abiding life, there were countless 
communities in this country that might never accept you, merely 
because of how you looked ... that someone like me would never 
be good enough. (232) 

 
The alien, the immigrant, can try and conceal their alienness, but it would be a 
failed attempt since their body’s reality will never change. The alien can 
temporarily disguise their form into a familiar, non-threatening one: the Autobots 
can transform their metal structure into that of a car, and the non-white 
immigrant can mimic whiteness and hide under the cloak of class. However, this 
disguise, this passing, will be short-lived, as the alien’s otherness is embedded in 
their body, in their corporeality. 
 
Conclusion 
Weldes writes that, “to the extent that popular culture reproduces extant power 
relations, we can examine it for insights into the character and functioning of 
world politics” (7), which is what I have attempted to do in this paper. I have 
drawn parallels between the Transformers series and the debate regarding 
Muslim Americans especially in the wake of Donald Trump’s election in order to 
unpack the discourse around aliens. 
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 The alien, be it in science fiction or world politics, represents a threat or a 
danger regardless of their intentions. However, the alien can earn the title of a 
good alien by not only being non-threatening but also, and more importantly, by 
helping get rid of the threat of the bad alien. This points to the fact that the good 
alien needs the bad alien to justify their presence. Hence, there is a link between 
the good alien and the bad alien, which can result in the belief that the good 
alien is responsible for the bad alien’s presence and consequent threat. 
 In addition, the body of the alien plays an important role in determining 
whether they will ever be fully accepted or not. The alien can perform the 
behaviors outlined for them to qualify as a good alien – whether in terms of 
denouncing radical Islam, downplaying their race, or performing a certain class. 
However, it would merely make them a good “alien,” i.e., they will remain the 
other and never fully belong due to their corporeality. The alien, despite how 
good they are, will always be considered an alien, treated with suspicion and as a 
potential threat. 
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A Dance of Multiple Identities: Zadie 
Smith’s Swing Time 

 
FLEUR VAN DER LAAN* 
 
Zadie Smith, Swing Time, Penguin, 2016. 
 
 
 

adie Smith’s latest novel Swing Time projects an existential crisis onto the 
reader. By having her narrator dance from one identity to the next, Smith 
not only makes the reader question whom they are reading about, but 

also who they are themselves. In doing so, Swing Time dislodges what identity is 
or should be. It presents something plural, the “I” as a range of possibilities, albeit 
a limited range: one’s race, class, gender, and location in place and time 
determine the limits of this dance of multiple identities. In this review I first focus 
on Swing Time’s take on the plurality of identity, before connecting it with what I 
consider to be Smith’s decolonial project. 
 Smith is known for her character-driven storytelling. Her books always 
introduce an abundant set of well-written characters. Swing Time, too, is filled to 
the brim with complex characters, each of whom could have taken center stage. 
Strikingly, we hardly get to know the character who is narrating the story, both 
because she remains nameless, and because her identity seems as multiple, 
relational, and contextual as the places she visits and the people she encounters. 
The feeling I am left with as a reader is adequately described by Alex Clark, a 
British literary journalist for The Guardian, who observes regarding the increase of 
complex female characters in contemporary fiction: “if we have long accepted 
that identity is fluid and shifting, it has perhaps taken more time to appreciate 
that it deserves a similarly sophisticated expression in art.” Smith’s Swing Time 
lays bare the struggle that may underlie this complex identity. 

                                                           
* Fleur van der Laan is a research master’s student of Gender and Ethnicity at Utrecht 
University. 
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 In Swing Time, the nameless narrator struggles throughout the book to 
find a place to belong, thinking such a place exists, trying out multiple identities 
and defining herself in relation to others along the way. This becomes clear in the 
prologue, where she says, “a truth was being revealed to me: that I had always 
tried to attach myself to the light of other people, that I had never had any light 
of my own. I experienced myself as a kind of shadow” (4). She feels like she 
belongs neither to her white father nor to her black mother, saying that “I think I 
was strange to my mother and to my father, a changeling belonging to neither of 
them, and although this is of course true for all children, […] I was born knowing 
it, I have always known it, it is a truth stamped all over my face” (157). The reader 
only finds out who she is not, making it hard to grasp who is left. Thereby, the 
novel readdresses the question of how we think about identity and who gets to 
define it. 
 In my understanding, this resonates with how we often think about 
ourselves: in relation to others, and in terms of negatives. We are hardly ever 
enough of something to make us identify with it, and thus we almost never think 
of ourselves as multiple things at once. For instance, in different situations the 
narrator considers herself as not black enough, not white enough, not political 
enough, not romantic enough. By saying that we are not really a or b, we keep up 
the illusion that we are one thing, even if we don’t know what that is yet. It is 
therefore no coincidence that the narrator does not have a name: she has let go 
of singular forms of identification, and in this way she can be the daughter, the 
friend, the assistant, the black girl, the white girl, the Other, and the British. 
Through her namelessness it becomes clear that she identifies as all of these 
things, not all at once, but certainly in overlap. In doing so, it becomes 
unnecessary to grasp for who is left, as the parts of her make up a relational 
whole. 
 Thus, Swing Time makes the point that your identity cannot easily be fitted 
into a single category. In fact, I argue that Smith exposes how the plurality of 
identity is a remnant of colonialism that continuously displaces people. 
Colonialism enters the book in multiple ways: the book engages with the history 
of the slave trade in the British Empire (67, 112-13), is critical of neo-colonialism 
in the form of development aid (125-27, 153), and addresses continued effects of 
colonialism (68, 117). For instance, Smith describes a playground game of sexual 
assault, where only the brown girls are targeted. This shows how the racial 
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“Other” is still overtly sexualized, while the white girls are considered as pure and 
untouchable. 
 In an interview with American author Jeffrey Eugenides, Smith mentions 
another continued effect: 
 

what was done to black people, historically, was to take them out 
of the time of their life […] we were removed from that timeline, 
placed somewhere entirely different, and radically disrupted. And 
the consequences of that are pretty much unending. 

 
Here, the displacement and disruption described by Smith can be physical, 
geographical, but also categorical in nature. The colonial gaze and racism are 
main topics in the book. The narrator is continuously identified by others as either 
black or white, or even “half-caste,” with the values and stereotypes that come 
with these categories laid bare. Thus, she is portrayed as living in an ongoing 
displacement. 
 She also realizes that the consequences of this displacement are unending 
for her. For one, it is the reason that the narrator’s mother does not allow her 
daughter to pursue dancing professionally, arguing that the world of white 
people solely values what is written down, and her dancing is only allowing them 
to reduce her to just another black body (188). Secondly, colonialism has moved 
her mother’s ancestors through slavery from Africa to the Caribbean, and 
postcolonialism transported her mother from the Caribbean to London, making 
the narrator’s biracial existence a discursive materiality and her multiplicity of 
identity a lived experience. She comes to understand that finding the place she 
belongs to, in the Western colonial imagined form of rigid identity categories, 
might not be a possibility for her precisely because of this history. The narrator 
thus experiences the continued effects of colonialism for herself. She describes 
being subjected to (sexualized) racism, which makes people assume her identity 
in certain ways, and is unable to enforce certain privileges. In turn, this entails that 
she is continuously displaced from time. She states that “in that huge game of 
musical chairs I turned round one day and found I had no place to sit” (215), 
thereby illustrating her inability to belong. 
 In order to counter this displacement, she herself creates a place to sit, 
one where she can be the multiplicity she experiences herself to be, unwilling to 
be reduced by the colonial gaze. In this seat she can forego her name in her 
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telling of her story and show herself as a relational, contextual being who has let 
go of all identity categories. As a result of accepting this plural identity, the last 
chapter centers on other people encountering her in this form. It is about finding 
out who the narrator “really” is, meaning the good and the bad. People who have 
known her as one thing, now see other sides of her. Through the media coverage 
on the narrator’s employer, Madonna-like superstar Aimee, people come to 
understand that she is not just the faithful assistant, but that she has betrayed her 
employer. Through a video clip leaked by the narrator's close childhood 
friend/enemy Tracey, people who have known the narrator as “not very sexual” 
can now frame her as overly sexual. She is also exposed in the role of daughter, 
because her mother's neighbor has to break the news of the mother's 
hospitalization, weeks after the fact. She is the supposed devoted daughter that 
does not even know her mother is sick. 
 Her plurality is exposed, but now that she can search for herself on 
Google, she is seemingly fine with being ambiguous. She mentions, “I was settling 
into the idea that I wasn’t going anywhere […] Time was on my side, as much as it 
is on anyone’s” (450). When walking home after this revelation, she walks straight 
down the center of the bridge, ignoring the barriers in the middle. On the very 
last page she realizes that she is not just a shadow, but has something to offer: 
“something simpler, more honest, between my mother’s idea of salvation and 
nothing at all” (453). The passages on both pages are examples, I argue, of the 
narrator embracing the plurality of her identity. She no longer feels the need to 
think of herself as on one end of a binary, but rather as somewhere along the 
scale, closer to the middle. 
 In this affirmation we can find Smith’s decolonial project. Smith is 
decolonizing the rigidness of identitarian categories, that which Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie has called “the single story.” Instead, Smith allows the complexity 
of her narrator to define her character. In an acceptance speech for the 2016 Welt 
Literature Prize, Smith describes people as “complex musical scores from which 
certain melodies can be teased out and others ignored or suppressed, depending, 
at least in part, on who is doing the conducting” (”On Optimism”). With this 
musical metaphor we should try and understand the narrator. Her 
self/body/context gives people, including herself, a limitation to the range of 
categories they can identify her with; her musical range. The people around her 
categorize her by teasing out certain melodies and suppressing others, by 
highlighting parts of her identity while ignoring others – they are conducting her 
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song. However, she is the one performing the song, her identity, and there is 
power in this. The narrator in Swing Time sings on multiple occasions. About this, 
she says: “I learnt to use my voice as a form of misdirection, the same way some 
magicians make you look at their mouths when you should be watching their 
hands” (25). With her performance she is misdirecting and, in a way, choosing 
which aspects of her range others can conduct and thus she can choose to 
misdirect the (neo)colonial gaze and live her complexity. 
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Poems on a Monday 
 
TOM RUBEN* 
 
 
Geography Is Bliss 
 
Balancing on this thin thread 
that is existence, talking 
about social control, racing, 
sweeping people like trees 
in the wind of the orchard. 
 
Apples and pears on the 
verge of falling – falling. 
Borders that cannot be 
crossed, fading out like taboos 
on a weekday, attempt 
to note that one may 
trespass without proper 
justification, of means to 
an end. 
 
Hands lay bare tones 
of colors of beauty 
and despair, landmarks 
that keep my mind in 
footsteps and traces which 
cannot -shall not- be recalled 
as fond memories fade 
into dark mediocrity of 
the fallen state, of 
the failing heart, of 
the beaten hand, of 

                                                           
* Tom Ruben is a graduate of the research master’s program Literary Studies at Utrecht 
University. 
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empathy. I cry. I shiver. 
I beg. 
 
Humane disposition, 
in a barren landscape. 
I was born, you were born, 
we all pass, geographical 
locations matter only in the eyes 
of scared crows, of sly foxes. 
 
Who said bliss was a virtue? 
 
Noses that grow towards skies 
in the hope that no one pays attention 
to others walking, living, 
feeding their children, relations under 
duress, under pressure of shadows in 
brightly lit stalls, bureaus, lamps, computers, 
numbers, faces, no faces, critical engineering 
of digits, of calculative osmosis of the human 
capacity of breathing, of being free to 
move without boundaries, of plastered walls 
 
If you look high enough, you will see 
what you leave behind; please topple 
fall backwards into your own grave. 
I wish you were born spineless 
folding yourself into the past, back into 
urethra and scrotum of people 
who should never have met, an instant later, 
a longer gasp, and your stupidity, 
would have remained among a million lost souls; 
your genes, a remarkable display 
of how things can go wrong; 
a disgrace for humanity. 
 
You should have been, 
the fried egg on my plate. 
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Carcass of Neurotic Disposition 
 
I gaze into the stream of rain 
drowning the window that 
overlooks the concrete jungle 
of industry of tiles, of leafless trees 
wailing in misery on a wet and grey 
winter afternoon, where death lurks 
in a dark corner while the heating is 
on 21 grams and a damp coffee stares 
at my face, waiting in vain for my 
acceptance, cold enters 
through the nostrils of this brick 
construct which, although robust, 
can indeed at any time, in a gust of 
memorable pain, cripple, crumble 
like a house of cards, and I blow 
 
Soft air forms a thought that treads 
lightly like papier-mâché puppets 
about to burst in heavy rain, 
formidably present, once dried up 
– and if the dog does not delight 
in false colorful delicacies – 
you might be able to stand, 
gently place bare broken feet, 
into shaking pulp, soaking, 
sticky and full of sound when 
shuffling into the carcass made 
entirely out of perception, neurotic 
disposition of my sturdy imagination. 
Neurons in a chaotic skull, I pray and scratch 
my head in an attempt to live. 
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The Creature in the Crack 
 
ANGELO CUSTÓDIO* 
 
 
 
This is the first part of a two-part publication. The second half of this creative 
writing piece will be published in the next issue of Digressions, which will be a 
special issue on the “failing” body. 
  

                                                           
* Angelo Custódio is a student of the Master of Voice program at Sandberg Instituut in 
Amsterdam. 
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the manuscript can be exclusively approached in white, in black, or interweaving 

them into oblique paths of ‘greyness’ 
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OPENING ACT 
 
 
 
This manuscript is the result of a multiplicity of efforts in an attempt to think with 
the figure of Virago. The material was gathered partly through a fluid process of 
writing and partly through a series of recordings made in full darkness and later 
transcribed. The result is a hybridization between an ode to Virago and an 
attempt to formulate and articulate a theory of Virago. Simultaneously also a 
rendered phonemic reading and an embodied monstrous utterance. 
 

  ‘Dixitque Adam hoc nunc os ex ossibus meis et caro de carne 
  mea haec vocabitur virago quoniam de viro sumpta est.’1 

 
  ‘And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: 
  she shall be called Woman [heb. Isha], because she was taken out of 

  man [heb. Ish].’2 
 
Virago is a fictional character, the personification and embodiment of diverse 
queer voices. The word comes from the Latin word vir-, meaning man, and the 
suffix -āgō. Its origin remains enclosed within a speculative region of darkness, a 
place with several shades of clarity and obscurity blurred by time. Some suggest 
the word was built to the form vira, synonym of femina (woman). Some wonder if 
it was formed after imāgō (image), meaning ‘man-like’ or to the image of man.3 
The use of the word goes back to the Vulgate translation of the Bible from 
Hebrew to Latin. Although the word mulier would have been the correct form of 
translation, a resonance to the previous version of the text using assonant words 
was preferred.4 This was the genesis of a ‘disabled’ translation, a creative and, 
perhaps transgressive ‘mistake’ that would be in use for millennia. The word 
became historically associated with the violation of cultural norms and gender 
transgression, thus Virago became a pejorative term for women who would not 
appear, nor behave according to the conventions of historical contexts. This 
disciplining of female voicing and strength is similar to the use of many other 
terms we, queer bodies, have always been exposed to. 
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Women’s bodies have long been associated with perversion and violation of 
norms. The Story of Creation is no exception and still perpetuates this idea. 
Virago, widely known as Eve, represents the mother of all bodies, and yet also the 
one who disobeyed the Law and condemned all Humanity to live outside the 
Garden of Eden. Therefore, Virago shall be the word to embrace the outcast 
voices of our days. And perhaps a parallel can be drawn from the idea of Eden, to 
the illusion of an apparently perfect and desirable normalized life. Let’s celebrate 
the Eves of our society, embodiments of the desire for freedom and knowledge. 
The ones that eat the apple, the ones that listen to the snake’s hissing. The bodies 
that, even though (hu)man-like, contextualize our reality in an imperfect category 
and, thus, are pushed towards invisibility. 
 
The centralized root of a word behaves as a magnet, or the nucleus of an atom, 
while its disempowered satellites are the suffixes and prefixes. If one disregards 
the rigid hierarchical rules of language, one could speculate and think of the word 
Virago as an ambiguous many-gendered paradox, a word with the personal 
pronoun (It), a sort of monstrous linguistic embodiment in (It) self. 
 
Virago comes as a disruption of the Human, an impersonation of an utterly 
collective ‘performer’ that keeps returning and adapting to new means of efficient 
resistance, carrying and redefining the traits of valor and heroism, but also 
morality and physical strength. 
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[read out loud] 
 
 
 

THE CREATURE IN THE CRACK 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(It) strips (It)s clothes, takes off all ornaments and prosthetics, and immerses (It)s 
full naked body in warm water (ears submersed). 
 
 

[BLACKOUT] 
 
 
All bodies come from darkness, but not all bodies are born in darkness. 
In the beginning, technology was reductive and only speculation was possible. 
The matters of control, using light and resonance as resources, were nonexistent, 
and this was the perfect protocol and conditions for (It)s potential to be born. (It)s 
body, an undesirable body, was born from the unknown into the perception of 
(It)s asymmetry through light. Although (It) did not fulfil the expectations upon 
speculation of (It)s attributes, the choice upon (It)s body was not admissible when 
(It)s imperfections were detected. We can only speculate that, if this control 
would have been possible, a moral choice would have been brought upon (It)s 
body, and (It)s potential perhaps thwarted. 
(It) was named Virago. 
Later, (It) was raised in the ‘sameness’ of corporate thinking and asked to commit 
to a performance of invisibility on Stage. After all, illusion can be a tool to ease 
the engagement with other bodies. How could (It), an entity that alienates (It)s 
body in function of a common denominator, negotiate the invisibility on Stage 
and hypervisibility on Backstage simultaneously? How would (It) handle the 
negative feelings and inertia that this relational ambivalence provokes? 
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Virago was born from darkness and meant to live in wildness. 
(It) works as a construction of an entity, a performer that embraces 
(It)s different desires of becoming, even when those are not 
represented in (It)s context. (It)s presence brings up an unsettling 
feeling of ‘strangeness’, a tension provoked by the inability to 
categorize (It), and by (It)s ambiguous monstrous embodiments. 
(It)s queerness is revitalized when (It) discovers (It)s wild tongue on 
Stage through acts of exposure and mobilization of vulnerability. 
 
 
 
 Stage is the context where public life unravels. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Backstage is the context where private life unravels. 
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All (It)s naked skin is now in contact with the surface of the water and is getting 
softened by it. (It)s perception disregards now the visual input, which centers (It) 
in a space confined to the limits of (It)s skin. A gentle organic flow of a system in 
exchange and transformation in countless overlapping cycles of yesterday, 
tomorrow and today. 
(It) does not feel a sense of disorientation, since there is no movement, no need 
to choose a direction. A sense of disorientation is engaged only when you can’t 
access the visual input to map the directions you want to take. 
(It) is disturbed by the feelings of warmth and ‘wetness’, as if they were 
unfamiliar. Thinking in a liquid context where visual deprivation infects the 
memory (perhaps this is simply not the human nature). 
 
 
 
 
 
          [plip] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        [plip] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      [PLOP] 
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  [ Inhalation] 
 
 
 
 
Unavoidably ... (It) exists, 
(It) challenges and subjectifies (It)self. 
 
Point of fusion, condensation and boiling… (It) is ubiquitous, 
and patiently awaits (It)s opportunity to manifest (It)self. 
 
(It) is also confrontational… and enjoys states of utter confusion. 
A high vocal pitch emanates … (It) is disenchanted by self-control and notions of 
masculinity. 
(It) is a distressing vocal break. 
Occasionally in the chest, sometimes heady, (It)s voice wanders all over the body, 
but never comes as neutral…  cry 
     crackle 
     scream 
     lilt 
     lisp (It) DEFINITELY doesn’t stay below the 
neck and even as    murmur 
      mumble 
      or silence, often promotes stiff jaws and dry throats. 
 
 
Intermittently  airy 
   nasal 
   crystalline 
   graspy 
   husky 
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    Sometimes more chiaro 
    Sometimes more scuro 
 
(It)s sound comes in all colors of timbres, and experiments with a wide palette of 
pitches. Often empowered through embodiment, (It) enjoys performing aural 
drag on Stage in a powerful, but vulnerable falsetto sound, odd to the 
Auditorium. (It) dislikes harmonized sound and tries to avoid Scores that intend 
voices to melt into another. Instead, (It) favors cacophonies and babble, as they 
stimulate a new and unexpected chance of events. 
 

(It) can occasionally articulate Scripts in several standard languages. Sometimes 
only one, or in certain circumstances, only non-verbal communication is possible. 

(It) can also be creative and create new articulations, elocutions or even words 
and its meanings. (It) can then challenge the standard modules of 
communication, but when it does, (It)s value is not acknowledged. 

 
Often seductive, 
sometimes shy, 
sometimes loud... (It) is never a disembodied concept. 
Usually (It) perceives and renders information on Stage 
through five senses  sight 
    sound 
    smell 
    taste 
    touch  … though now and then (It) might not 

be gifted with one or more of those 
input mechanisms. 

 
Occasionally a single voice… at times, assumes also the form of a disharmonious 
collective. A porous one, that allows (It)self to be penetrated and to affect others. 
A transitory territory for unstable flows of desires in all directions. And, as any 
other body, (It) can inhabit any geography and, therefore, can fit several roles of 
any Play. The choice of the role takes into account pre-existing data, prior 
performances and performative developments. (It) never fits more than one role 
at time and is discouraged by the layered hierarchical structures imposed by the 
directors, in which (It)s desires are usually disregarded. Only the performance’s 
average quality is accountable, pressuring (It) to assume roles which are suitable 
to the pre-given models and according to (It)s attributes.  
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   Auditorium represents all bodies other than Virago. 
 
 
 
 Script contains the normalized guidelines of life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Play is a situation where life is being represented and acted. 
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(It) is not a gendered concept… though, (It) embraces paradoxical gendered 
attributes. Sometimes gendered as male body, sometimes as female, sometimes 
other ... (It) may ingest testosterone pills to promote hair growth, or estrogen to 
decrease it. 
Fluid in sexual orientation and perverse in (It)s desires and their fulfilment… (It) 
nourishes a forbidden love with the ‘Virtual’. They meet in dark alleys, scared of 
being seen by the Stage Director. Their desire is not to become a family, a unit, 
nor to form an institution in the models that were pre-scripted in previous Plays, 
but rather to become present, to become love, in whatever free modes it might 
mean for (It) and ‘Virtual’. 
 
 
(It) has most likely an asymmetric body, though some symmetry creeps in. (It) is 
mostly not white skin, but rather darker or often mixed… (It) challenges categories 
of  race 
  age 
  gender 
  sexuality 
  subject 
  Human, by embodying a plurality of differences… 
 
 

(It) is a corporeal transmutable and polymorphous perversion shape-shifter! 
 
 
 
Restoration 
Reconstruction 
Alteration... (It) is a bodyscape changed by several human interventions. One that 
can incorporate all kinds of technological developments, using materials ranging 
from metal, silicone, plastics, carbon, resins, and even other human or animal 
tissue. It can function as a canvas, wear implants, accommodate extensions… 
(It) is self-conscious of (It)s monstrous like appearance and feels the pain of not 
belonging, not feeling understood, nor desired. People prefer to ignore (It), 
pretend (It) doesn’t exist and comply to the agency of organization by the 
Director. People choose ‘safeness’... and avoid confrontation, perhaps some sort 
of Agliophobia. (It) wonders … is it irrationality or simply unawareness? 
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     Stage Director is the instrument of the will 
of the Artistic Director. He directs and rehearses 

forms of becoming and being, forms of life. 
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(It) is not  binary 
   ordinary 
      not/ simultaneously contemporary 
   heroic 
         (perfectly) HUMAN Although it looks alike, (It) does not fit the 
     exclusionary and stereotypical cultural 
     conventions of how humanness is identified 
     and represented. 
 
(It) was once cast by the Stage Director for the role of a folk singer in a comedy 
Play. This is a folk music genre embedded in tradition. (It) uttered the lament-like 
song during the premiere with a mix of sorrow and saudade in (It)s voice. (It) 
dreamt often of this magical moment. This singer was admired worldwide and (It) 
believed (It)s difference would dignify her. The reviews and comments of the 
Auditorium and media all agreed upon the same. (It) had a beautiful and 
powerful instrument, but presenting a male body performing in falsetto this 
moment on Stage, was not fitting the conventions of the genre 
 
(It) is a complex multiplicity generator of ‘strangeness’... a point of anxiety 
       a thought 
 
 
The Artistic Director publicly announced that the changes to the Script were not 
planned and were entirely the responsibility of the performer. Afterwards, the 
Director reproached (It) and threatened to fire (It) and replace (It) in the Play. 
(It) felt disempowered by this hierarchical, unidirectional power relationship, 
‘disabled’ by it as if (It) were a voiceless body. (It) could not even utter a sound of 
argument from (It)s position of weakness. Later, (It) felt misunderstood and 
disenchanted with the world, with a mixture of pride and accomplishment, but 
most of all... (It) felt isolated! 
 
‘Becoming verb’ is becoming action, 
(It) disarranges and rearranges ‘territories’ … accessing and questioning 
established habits and the homogenization of desires and recognizing the 
standardization of ways of living. A process... a motor that mobilizes and 
articulates vectors of heterogeneity of desires in a growing spiral form. An 
ongoing enlarging shape that stays open and enlarges the potential of embracing 
new becomings. 
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 ‘Strangeness’ is a tension force that unsettles human bodies at large. It 
 results directly from the processual outcome of singularization by means 
 of exposing it’s outcomes to the bodies of the Auditorium. Particularly in 
 the bodies that never had to engage with similar processual mobilization 

 of vectors, or simply deny them, repeating the pre-existing formulations of 
 desires and becomings. Virago, when embodying a male anatomy and 

 uttering in falsetto register, triggers this force by being perceived as 
 paradoxical and, therefore uncategorizable. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Artistic Director is the main structure of power. He intends to utterly 
produce entertainment forms, reproducing Scripts in recognizable 
Plays and discouraging any attempt at improvisation. His interest is 
purely capital, goods in number of seats. 
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     ‘(re)Becoming Verb’ is a critical ongoing 
     process of being non-normative, a process of 
     singularization. It mobilizes a multiplicity of 
     nonhuman forces constitutive of any process 
     of individuation, which identify and question 
     becoming ‘sameness’. Therefore 
     (re)becoming verb works as ‘a counter-force’ 
     that according to Guattari ‘facilitates new 
     social and aesthetic practices, new practices 
     of the Self’.1 This process creates, mobilizes 
     and articulates new vectors of 
     subjectification, drawing from awareness and 
     coming as a responsive multitude of 
     emergent forces that create dissensus. 

     I perceive it as a processual Self generating 
     mechanism in a visual metaphor of a spiral, 

     which assesses the micropolitics of desire 
     and focus in (hetero)genesis. While a circular 
     form is closed and would result in mimicking 

     the pre-existing models, a spiral is an open 
     shape in a continuous widening of potential 

     for ‘other’ becomings. A recurrent 
     (trans)formative catalyst of change, promoter 

     of diversity. ‘Each individual would be like a 
     mirror for the condensation of singularities 

     and each world a distance in the mirror’.2 
     I do not intend to address a technological 
     notion of Singularity, which is based on a 
     possibility of iterations in a ‘runway reaction’ 
     of recursive self-improvement cycles of 
     artificial super-intelligence. Although it is 
     possible to perhaps draw a parallel between 
     the machine self-improvement, regarding 
     the creation and rewriting of its own coding, 
     and the possible Human multiplicity of 
     virtual becomings, I choose at this time to 
     focus fully on the latter, the anthropo- 
     becoming. 
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Empowering and critical, (It) cultivates dissensus… 
a responsive multitude of forces against the ingrained, 
(It) inflects 
 infects 
 unsettles 
 subverts 
 transgresses 
 opposes 
 dismantles 
 disables the oppressive systems imposed by the Artistic Director in 
   order to please the Auditorium. A re-elapsing process 
   catalyst of change, promoter of diversity. 
 
(It) is quite aware of the intoxicating and anaesthetizing effect of the media, their 
production of signs, their reproductions, their modus operandi. (It) is loudly 
insurgent and opposes them, but few are the people who even look at (It) into 
(It)s eyes. Instead they prefer to stare endlessly or to be abusive, mocking and 
laughing, or whispering behind (It)s back. (It) is often also bullied or trolled, in 
and out of social media, and suffers from the inevitable feelings of unsafeness. 
 
(It) is a fag 
  imp 
  cripple 
  retard 
  dyke 
  nigger 
  bagger 
  bof 
  dago 
  gringo 
  gypsy 
  honky 
  goy 
  kafir 
  freak 
  slut 
  fatso 
  tranny …     (It) is always rendered queer when communication fails. 
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A sense of paranoia ‘metastasizes’ and spreads, assessing (It)s whole body with 
doubt. What is it that makes people so uncomfortable? Is it (It)s skin, (It)s jaw 
line…? (It) sees beyond all the name calling and understands the ignorance and 
lack of awareness regarding (It)s becomings. Often an idealist, (It) tries to stay 
positive and grounded in (It)s understanding and acceptance of the slow 
evolution towards a blurring the dichotomic boundaries between categories. 
(It) eludes taxonomic attempts by transgressing the boundaries between Self and 
other and challenging fixed visual categorizations of identity.  
 
 (It) is highly  sensitive 
    adaptable 
    malleable 
    resilient,  although often cast for minor 
       roles, rarely under the 
       spotlight, nor declaring taxes. 
 
Feeling the lack of belonging and with precarious life conditions, (It) often takes a 
nomadic approach, seeking for support, asylum and refuge in other Stages of this 
world. It was in one of the most modest Stages that (It) would meet whom would 
change (It)s perspective on (It)self and on life in general: two other performers 
and owners of the Stage. The seats in the Auditorium were often half empty, and 
the budget for productions tight. They were even short on light equipment. Their 
names were Antony and Anthony. Both exuberant performers in their own 
singular ways, their shared their name, their love for music and for each other. 
Anthony had been a hairdresser before stepping on Stage. The translation of his 
stage name meant ‘Variations’ and the constant change of his hair and beard 
styles were the visual affirmation of its meaning. He had folk influences and no 
education in music, but he was wild on Stage and known for his creative choices 
and combinations of genres. Antony was more of a melancholic person and 
extremely shy at first. Always in long dresses and with long hair, she never felt 
comfortable in her own body. From her mouth, a soulful velvety sound would be 
uttered through a vulnerable, charged melody on Stage. Each time was a magical 
moment. To (It), her words felt simultaneously like cutting, sharp knives and 
caressing, soft feathers. 
(It) performed shortly for the Ant(h)onies, due to the Theatre’s lack of funding. 
Although (It) soon had to go back searching for a new Stage, (It) never forgot 
these beautiful and extraordinary beings. 
Antony and Anthony were, are, and will always be in (It)s body. 
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  [ SPLASH] 

 
 


