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Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar http://muse.uq.edu.au/journals/modernism-moderni-
ty/v013/13.3friedman.html—FOOT3, discussing what he calls the contemporary ‘alter-
native modernities’ of non-Western countries, maintains that 

To think in terms of “alternative modernities” is to admit that modernity is inescapable and to desist 
from speculations about the end of modernity … to announce the general end of modernity even 
as an epoch, much less as an attitude or an ethos, seems premature, if not patently ethnocentric, at 
a time when non-Western people everywhere begin to engage critically their own hybrid moderni-
ties (2001: 1, 14). 

Although he uses the term ‘modernity’, I find his comments useful in thinking about 
a specifically Chicana critical engagement with long-standing modernist conceptu-
al frameworks. Anzaldúa’s work has most often been characterized as postmodern in 
part, I believe, because her work seems to resist hegemonic narratives of moderni-
ty. Indeed modernism is usually understood to privilege the modern subject over the 
primitive or traditional one. Thus narratives or representations which favor the primi-
tive or traditional subject over the modern often intend to resist hegemonic discours-
es of modernity and progress. Yet, as we will see, the very assumption itself of such 
a binary locates such narratives within, rather than without, of a modernist concep-
tual framework.

Understanding the contradictory impulses of mestizaje—its seeming antiracist at-
titude toward racial mixing, based on racist notions of indigenous degeneration; its 
appeal to hybridity and the progress of modernity, based on assumptions about the 
unchangeable and even static nature of the ‘primitive’—is important. It helps us un-
derstand Anzaldúa’s Borderlands in the context of a history of sensibilities about in-
digenous peoples, and about the function of mestizaje, shared throughout the cen-
tury by many Mexicans and, later, by many Chicanos. Indeed, it is within, rather than 
beyond, the structuring assumptions of Latin American and Chicano modernist ideas 
about race and sexuality that Anzaldúa’s anti-technological, liberatory, lesbian-feminist  
mestiza subject begins.

In Borderlands, Anzaldúa explained the history of mestizo Chicanos(as) by assert-
ing that those who were ‘genetically equipped to survive’ Old World diseases ‘found-
ed a new hybrid race’ (1987: 5). Beginning the chapter La conciencia de la mestiza (The 
consciousness of the mestiza), it becomes clear that Anzaldúa has inherited the termi-
nology and imagery of a long Latin American discourse of racialized genetics: 

At the confluence of two or more genetic streams, with chromosomes constantly ‘crossing over’, this 
mixture of races … provides hybrid progeny, a mutable, malleable species with a rich gene pool. From 
this racial, ideological, cultural and biological cross-pollenization, an “alien” consciousness is in the mak-
ing (77; my emphasis). 

Terms such as mestiza, ‘hybrid’, ‘cross-pollenization’, and ‘fusion’ came to Anzaldúa 
via the Chicano appropriation of a particularly Mexican racialism, itself deeply invest-
ed in ways that gender and sexuality could be controlled to produce a eugenically 
healthy nation. Anzaldúa’s insistence on the material aspects of the body—its sexu-
ality and race—undoubtedly made modernist language and imagery, itself deeply 
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concerned with bodies, their sexuality, and their racial heritages, as attractive to her as 
they were to Chicano activists.

Yet even more importantly, the ambiguities and contradictions inherent in the lan-
guage of modernist Mexican racial theories were in part why that language appealed 
to Anzaldúa. As Robert Young notes, the various ideas of racial hybridity, at the heart 
of what he calls racial theory’s ‘most sinister, offensive move’, also map out ‘the pros-
pect of the evanescence of “race” as such … [this is] its most anxious, vulnerable site’ 
(1995: 19). As we will see, the very nature of the terms of mestizaje, as they operated 
in Mexico and during the Chicano movimiento, slipped constantly between racial-
ized and cultural readings of difference and unification; the fulcrum of such readings 
was the question of the nature of ‘race’ and an indigenous heritage—was such a her-
itage cultural, biological, or both? But this very slipperiness, or plasticity, meant that 
racial theory could be (mis)read positively. Important Latin American figures such as 
the (closeted) lesbian Chilean poet Gabriela Mistral, for example, worked for Vascon-
celos in Mexico; and despite her public stance as the ‘schoolteacher of the Americas’, 
Mistral performed her own queering of modernist Mexican and Latin American racial 
theories, particularly in her poetry, where she reframed a mix of indigenism and mes-
tizaje as sensual and woman-centered. In this sense, too, Anzaldúa takes the opportu-
nities offered by the contradictory assumptions of modernist racial theory in Mexico, 
opening a positive, if ambivalent, space for thinking race as well as sexuality differently.  
It is this ambivalence in Anzaldúa’s use of modernist ideas which interests me; trac-
ing a transnational genealogy of conversations about race and sexuality through 20th 
century Mexican and Chicana(o) thought shows us the ways Anzaldúa queered these 
conversations while never fully escaping from their governing conceptual boundaries. 
Knowing this, it is easier to understand the slippage between biological, sexual, and 
social fusion in Borderlands, and to comprehend the persistence with which Anzaldúa 
uses a lexicon of evolution, animal, and plant sciences throughout this text.

In what follows, I will briefly discuss Mexican constructions of mestizaje and indi-
genism in the first decades of the 20th century, and their relationship with modernist 
nationalism, showing how these were inherited by the Chicano cultural nationalism of 
the 1960s through the 1970s. Discussing the ways Borderlands both uses and reframes 
its inheritance of this history also reveals how Borderlands has come to be decontex-
tualized and ahistoricized in much scholarly writing. Finally, I show how Borderland is 
both invested in, but also queers, modernist Mexican and Chicano ideas about racial 
character and racial ‘fusion.’

1. Grafting and Hybrids

Just as it was in Europe and in the United States, by the 1920s the science of eugenics  
was deeply entrenched in Latin American thought. Yet in contradisctinction to the 
United States and Europe, where eugenics discourses mandated against the misce-
genation of modern (white) and unmodern or degenerate (black, Jewish) people, the 
makers of public policy in countries like Mexico privileged an alternative eugenics—
that of race-mixing. Such a move was motivated not by antiracist sentiment but, at 
least in part, because so much of the population of Mexico was already clearly mixed, 
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with Indian and Spanish mixture making up the majority, and African, Indian, and 
Spanish a smaller part of the total. But to bring such mixing under control, and to map 
out the way to a eugenically healthy nation, Mexican intellectuals, writers, and public 
policy makers alike employed a lexicon of ideas and metaphors from theories of evo-
lution and eugenics, as well as from the biological and agricultural sciences. Among 
the most often-used metaphors were those of hybridity and grafting; these terms 
combined Mendelian theories of mating and cross-breeding with Lamarckian no-
tions about the inheritance of acquired characteristics. In this way, Mexicans sought 
to prove that the mestizo ‘race’ mixture of Indian and Spanish resulted not in degen-
erate specimens but in a vigorous, forward-looking population. In La raza cósmica, for 
example, Vasconcelos maintained that ‘The truth is that vigor is renewed with graft-
ings … the soul itself looks for diversity in order to enrich the monotony of its own 
contents’ (1997: 33).2

Even before Vasconcelos proposed a ‘beneficial spiritual Mendelianism’, the enor-
mously influential Mexican anthropologist Manuel Gamio had been putting forward 
the idea of the fusion of the races, in his 1916 Forjando patria (Forging Fatherland). 
There, he asserted that it was time for Mexico to ‘make rise from the … anvil the new 
nation of blended bronze and iron’ (1960: 5–6). In the 1920s, Gamio felt that state-
sponsored education for Indians, and a state-sponsored anthropology to understand 
them, would help constitute the ‘anvil’ for such a national blending. In a talk given in 
1926 he asserted that ‘social contacts’ between the races must be ‘normalized and ori-
entated authoritatively, a thing by all means desirable since it requires convergent ra-
cial, cultural, and spiritual fusion’ (1926:1 27). For Gamio, this meant the death, for exam-
ple, of Indian languages, an event not only natural but ‘beneficial to national unifica-
tion’ (127). But—and here is an important crux of the belief that the ancient needed 
to be brought into contact with the modern—’because these languages and dialects 
are the only path to the Indian’s soul, we need some understanding of them’ (126):

 … the Ford, the sewing machine, the phonograph come heralding the modern civilization and 
penetrate to the most remote Indian villages. It is not enough, however, to provide the Indians with 
modern machinery; an understanding of their mental attitudes … is essential to an effective substitu-
tion of the instruments and institutions of modern civilization, or to a fusion of the modern and the 
primitive. Unless a … fusion takes place, industrial instruments will have no cultural dynamic influ-
ence. (Gamio 1926: 122) 3

Such language, advocating as it does the death at the very least of Indian cultures 
and languages, sounds racist and conservative to the present-day ear; yet in Mexi-

2 Vasconcelos later repudiated his championing of mestizaje. As Marilyn Miller notes, ‘Almost imme-
diately after the publication of The Cosmic Race, Vasconcelos began to backtrack and lose faith in the 
notion of Latin America as providentially mestizo’ (2004: 40). Miller’s work is an excellent overview of 
the history of mestizaje in Latin America.

3 Manuel Gamio was one of the founders in 1911 of the Escuela Internacional de Arqueología 
y Etnología Americana (International School of Archaeology and Ethnology of the Americas), where 
he worked with Franz Boas; he was its director from 1916 to 1920, during which time he began to advo-
cate mestizaje as a way of reuniting Mexico, especially in his 1916 Forjando patria (Forging Fatherland). 
Vasconcelos adopted some of his ideas from Gamio, as Gamio served as Director of Anthropology 
of the Secretaria de Agricultura de México (1917–24), and Sub-secretary of Public Education (1924–1925).
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co eugenics, mestizaje, and indigenism were in fact associated with the revolutionary 
politics of the government, as well as with radical and socialist groups. As Alan Knight 
and Nancy Stepan both emphasize, a pro-Indian indigenismo was in fact a new and 
revolutionary stance for the Mexican government (Knight 1990: 77, Stepan 1991: 56). For 
Mexico as a state, virtually in tatters after the armed phase of the Mexican Revolution 
and attempting to encompass large groups of people who did not necessarily think 
of themselves as ‘Mexican’, the discourses of mestizaje and indigenism proved a re-
markably long-lasting and potent source of usable tropes for the invocation of a for-
ward-looking nation with a deep and ancient past.

Indians, however—real, live ones—remained a problem. While Mexico’s reshaping 
as a modern nation demanded a sense of a deep indigenous past, contemporary In-
dians were another matter. The many different Indian groups living in Mexico did not 
feel a sense of mexicanidad, or ‘Mexicanness’ although some may have fought in the 
Revolution. Many Indians in fact had, according to anthropologists like Gamio, ‘for-
gotten’ their own ancient and folkloric traditions, and during the 1930s several efforts 
were made to re-teach Indians their own traditional dances and crafts (Becker 1995: 
62). Many indigenistas felt that indigenous folkloric traditions needed to be saved, but 
that contemporary Indians themselves, who were at best culturally degenerate, must 
be educated, acculturated, and ‘disappeared’ into the larger mestizo fabric of mexi-
canidad. For the Indians, it was felt, oppression had virtually become a part of their ra-
cial heritage, rendering a racial character which was ‘asleep’, ‘melancholy’, ‘quiet’, nev-
er to awaken; contemporary Indians needed to disappear, qua Indians, into mestizaje, 
while the Indian’s spiritual, racial, and cultural heritage lived on in the mestizo charac-
ter and in the traditions of the nation. As we will see, these seeming contradictions in 
views about indigenous peoples which were embodied in the discourses of mestiza-
je and indigenism could serve either pro- or anti-technological, pro- or anti-Indian po-
sitions; but all these positions used the metaphors and images of hybridity—of mix-
ing—for their own purposes.

2. The New Mestiza

One of the most basic contemporary United States critical assumptions about mes-
tizaje is that the term and its use are inherently resistant to white racist supremacy. 
This is a historical misreading deriving in part from Chicano movement thought, and 
often reinforced in current discussions of Borderlands. In the early part of the century, 
Mexicans in particular did resent United States imperialism and its racism toward Mex-
icans, and took pains to say so; yet many Mexican elites and intellectuals privileged 
whiteness as well as North American technological know-how at the same time as 
they advocated a mestizaje that could theoretically resist the attitudes and agendas of 
white supremacy. Vasconcelos, for example, noted that ‘we accept the superior ideas 
of the Whites but not their arrogance’; North Americans, ‘having fulfilled their destiny 
of mechanizing the world, have set … the basis for a new period: the period of the fu-
sion and mixing of all peoples’ (1997: 25). Yet he, as most other Latin American intellec-
tuals of the time, was convinced of the technological superiority of white people; he 
praised the ‘clear mind’ of North American whites (1997: 22) and maintained that ‘Latin 
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America owes what it is to the white European, and is not going to deny him. To the 
North Americans themselves, Latin America owes a great part of her railroads, bridg-
es, and enterprises’ (25).

Anzaldúa herself clearly assumed, within the context of a late 20th century United 
States racial politics, that privileging mestizaje could be an antiracist move. In Border-
lands then, Anzaldúa continued the Chicano movimiento’s emphasis on mestizaje as 
inherently resistant. At the same time, this text’s woman-centered, lesbian-feminist 
appropriation of mestizaje seemed to suggest a new and indeed queer way of go-
ing forward outside the restrictive boundaries of Chicano carnalismo (brotherhood, 
with an emphasis on the masculine) and identity politics. Thus, when it was pub-
lished in 1987 by the feminist press Aunt Lute Books, Borderlands’ antiracist, feminist, 
and lesbian orientation made it a remarkable book in the annals of masculinist Chi-
cano cultural production, eclipsing in popularity Cherríe Moraga’s earlier Chicana les-
bian feminist work, the 1983 Loving in the War Years. The seeming ‘newness’ of Border-
lands’ treatment of mestizaje and indigenismo, heralded by its own subtitle The New 
Mestiza, has prompted many scholars to see this book as emblematic—indeed, iconic

—of a kind of breaking-point within Chicano studies, marking a moment when Chi-
cana thought and artistic production could no longer conveniently be ignored. Yet 
the book’s very emphasis on mestizaje within a Chicana lesbian-feminist context has 
encouraged readings which disconnect it from the larger Latin American context in 
which it text belongs. Indeed, readings of racial mixture have been hailed as brand-
new before; as Suzanne Bost notes,

Mixed-race Americans have long been credited with the capacity to blur the lines of racial differen-
tiation. Historical studies and works of fiction from nineteenth-and early-twentieth-century America 
often celebrate mixture as a way to transcend racial division. Yet today this fluidity is described as 
‘new’, as a sign of millennial or postmodern transformation to America’s face (2003: 6).

This helps to explain why there are only a scant handful of scholars who have read 
Borderlands within a historiography of the Chicano movimiento of the 1960s and 70s,4 
and even fewer within any extended discussion of Mexican modernist nationalism. 
Yet even those scholars who do make historical gestures toward a reading of Border-
lands nevertheless insist that Borderlands itself is postmodern. Since postmodernism 
itself is read, in these essays, as conceptually and historically situated outside or after 
modernism,5 this text is plucked out of history to stand as ‘new’ or ‘post.’ Such a con-

4 Rosaura Sánchez connects the ‘pre-Cortesian mythmaking’ of Chicana writing with Mexican 
modernist nationalism: ‘the reconstruction of mythic texts has served [in Mexico] to legitimate mod-
ernizing political and economic practices by coupling the new with the autochthonous’ (1997: 357). 
According to Cristina Beltran, ‘In Borderlands, the claim for a politicized notion of hybridity, combined 
with pre-Cortesian mythmaking, is … deeply indebted to Chicano discourse from the late 1960s and 
early 1970s’ (2004: 595). Beltran also traces the notion of mestizaje in particular threads of Chicano 
civil rights discourse to Mexican intellectual and political thought of the 1920s: ‘Anzaldúa recognizes 
that she is participating in an historical and ideological tradition that extends back at least as far as 
José Vasconcelos’ 1926 [sic] La raza cósmica’ (596). Judith Raiskin, for her part, has looked more closely 
into what she calls Anzaldúa’s ‘reworking of the modernist ‘mestizo’ of Mexican nationalism’ (1994: 
161–162). Yet despite her investigations into Anzaldúa’s modernist influences, Raiskin posits modern-
ism merely as historical backdrop to Anzaldúa’s ‘postmodern challenge’ (156).

5 A close look at contemporary readings of Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La frontera shows critics often 
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ceptual framework makes it difficult to place Borderlands within a genealogy of mod-
ernist American ideas about race and gender.

3.  Quiet and Timeless Bodies

In privileging aspects of mestizaje seemingly resistant not just to white supremacy but 
to certain aspects of modernity, Anzaldúa inherited the idea that to be indigenous, or 
to be mestiza and to ‘have’ indigenous heritage, was to be not only socially and cul-
turally different but, importantly, to be temporally different from so-called modern or 
developed peoples. As we will see, Borderlands was invested in presenting a rooted 
and aboriginal Chicana self inherited from Mexican/Chicano indigenist imaginings as 
inherently rural, ‘totally immersed en lo mexicano, a rural peasant, isolated’ (1987: 21).6 
Anzaldúa’s investment in a ‘natives of the land’ historiography is part of a tradition of 
representing the native or indigenous person as almost literally rooted in the earth. In 
Borderlands, for example, Chicanos were stripped ‘of their land while their feet were 
still rooted in it … we were jerked out by the roots’ (7–8),7 while Anzaldúa longed for 
‘a homeground where she can plumb the rich ancestral roots into her own ample and 
mestiza heart’ (1987: 23). In fact Anzaldúa would make an implicit analogy between 
a Chicana deep history located–’rooted’–in the land, and her own upbringing, pre-
senting us with the image of herself as a girl: ‘I have a vivid memory of an old pho-
tograph… I stand… the toes of my flat feet gripping the ground’ (1987: 15). That grip 
was evidence for an indigenous heritage; but more importantly for Borderlands, such 
an image foregrounds what seems to be a basic female experience as a Chicana mes-
tiza. In Borderlands Anzaldúa saw it as part of her task to defend the ‘Indian in us’, par-
ticularly the Indian woman who ‘hid her feelings; she hid her truths … She remained 
faceless and voiceless’ (23).

assuming that the modernist aspects of mestizaje are superseded, in that they read her work either as 
a manifesto for a postmodern ethnic stance or as embodying the stylistic or substantive concerns of 
postmodernism. Although Joséba Gabilondo’s ‘Afterword’ to the 1997 edition of José Vasconcelos’ La 
raza cósmica noted that in writers like Anzaldúa, we can see that ‘Vasconcelos’ work is important today 

… [because it] recovers a new urgency as the work that attempted to negotiate a position in relation 
to modernity and its institutions, not unconditionally but critically, ’ he continues: ‘It is not a coin-
cidence that Chicano and Chicana writers have been the first to reuse Vasconcelos’s work in new 
and original ways. These writers articulate their position from an awareness of not belonging to the 
formation of the nation-state; they come after modernity’ (1997: 99–100; my emphasis). Readings of 
Anzaldúa’s work as ‘after modernity’ have only intensified in the wake of Anzaldúa’s death in 2004; for 
instance, Emma Perez’s eulogy in the NWSA Journal maintained that ‘ [c] riticized by traditional histo-
rians who did not understand the creative impulse to move beyond Eurocentric Western European 
thinking, Gloria’s scholarly study set up a new Borderlands. Her book became the progression toward 
postmodern, postnational identities for Chicanas/mestizas’ (2005: 6). Alicia Gaspar de Alba’s tribute in 
American Quarterly averred that ‘‘ [m] estiza consciousness, ’ in particular, became … a way of under-
standing hybridity of race, sex, language, and culture within a global, postmodern context’ (2004: vi).

6 Although Anzaldúa was raised from the age of eleven in a small town near the Texas border (Har-
gill) until she went to college, as she has said in a collection of interviews titled Interviews: Entrevistas, 
her travels took her away from such an environment pretty much for good. She moved to Austin 
to get her M.A., then worked with migrant workers in Indiana, and by 1977 had settled in San Fran-
cisco to write; she wrote some of Borderlands at a writing workshop in New Hampshire (2000: 42–45).

7 See Tace Hedrick’s ‘Bloodlines that Waver South: Hybridity, the ‘South, ’ and American Bodies’ (Fall 
2003: 40, 45–52), for a discussion of the image of ‘roots’ in modernist Mexican and United States writ-
ings.
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As theorists of modernism have pointed out, for many artists and thinkers im-
mersed in the changes of modernity, a kind of ‘anti-modernity’ modernism prevailed: 
the authentic and timeless nature of the Indian was perceived both as modernity’s 
opposite, and at the same time the necessary counterpart to the sterile, rational na-
ture of modern people. In Borderlands, this was precisely the function of the Chica-
no’s indigenous heritage: ‘Let us hope’, Anzaldúa wrote, ‘that the left hand, that of 
darkness, of femaleness, of “primitiveness”, can divert the indifferent, right-handed, 

“rational” suicidal drive that, unchecked, could blow us into acid rain in a fraction of 
a millisecond’ (1987: 68–9). Yet because the history of mestizaje assumes an indigenous 
subject who is not just inherently silent, but whose racial character is apparent only 
through the surviving mestizo, throughout Borderlands, Anzaldúa maintained that 
mestizo Chicanos(as) would survive precisely because of the ‘basic introverted racial 
temperament’ (88) which Chicanos inherited from the Indians: ‘Los Chicanos, how pa-
tient we seem, how very patient. There is the quiet of the Indian about us. We know 
how to survive… Stubborn, persevering, impenetrable as stone, yet possessing a mal-
leability that makes us unbreakable’ (63).

The notion of racial character, or ‘racial temperament’, was an important point of 
concern for Mexican proponents of modernization and mestizaje. In his pioneering 
1901 ‘social psychology’ of the Mexican character, La génesis del crimen en México, Julio 
Guerrero looked to countless ‘observers’ of indigenous peoples before him, quoting 
the influential naturalist Alexander von Humboldt: ‘The indigenous Mexican is grave, 
melancholy, silent’ Guerrero himself maintained that‘ [t]he Mexican … suffers lengthy 
attacks of melancholy, as can be seen in the elegiac, spontaneous tone of their po-
ets, starting with [the Aztec poet] Nezahualcóyotl’ (1901: 23–24). In countries like Mexi-
co, the public policy of mestizaje often rested not on Mendel’s but on Lamarck’s the-
ories, which asserted that an organism could inherit acquired characteristics. Thus, al-
though by the 1920s Franz Boas’ work in debunking much of the scientific eugenic  
tendency to conflate culture and biological race had filtered into the thinking of most 
of the important anthropologists in Latin America, racialist logic was still deeply in-
grained in reflections about the present-day ‘silence of the defeated Indian’, as Ga-
briela Mistral put it in 1923 (1997: 174). A neo-Lamarckian approach to race was more 
amenable to the state’s insistence that a public policy of mestizaje could biological-
ly evolve indigenous peoples by ‘grafting’ them onto white bodies.8 As Alan Knight 
puts it, for archeologists and anthropologists like Manuel Gamio, ‘Indian inertia may 

… be historically and psychologically—not strictly biologically—determined, but it 
[was] nonetheless deterministically inescapable’ (1990: 94). Thus a popular position 
held that the Indian had suffered for so long under the consequences of the Con-
quest that his behavior and the state of his culture–both suffering from a quietude 

8 Luther Burbank, a famous United States horticulturist and contributor to the science of genetics, 
was a neo-Lamarckian whom Mexicans much admired; both Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo met and 
subsequently painted him. An influential plant breeder, Burbank grafted seedlings to fully developed 
plants in order to quickly appraise hybrid characteristics. Burbank assumed that the results of his 
graftings were his own ‘molding effect’ and evidence for the Lamarckian argument that acquired 
traits could be passed on genetically. Many Latin Americans assumed that Burbank’s conclusions 
provided scientific evidence that a social program of ‘genetic’ and cultural education and ‘grafting’ 
could be successful in molding and therefore genetically ‘evolving’ humans as well.
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which seemed like inertia–were innate, as closely akin to a racial quality as one might 
get without actually saying so.

Such ideas about the racial temperament of the Indian have long and deep roots in 
Mexican as well as United States thought, and Chicanos inherited such notions from 
both countries. As we have begun to see, in Mexico the nationalist project of mestizaje 
has, for the 20th century and into the twenty-first, been premised on the idea of a pro-
gressive, modern nation rooted in an indigenous, timeless past, just as Indians them-
selves were imagined to be rooted to the land on which the nation stood. Thus, elite 
Mexicans who constructed themselves as mestizo, and who used images of Mexican 
Indians laboring in the soil to evoke a sense of inherent ‘rootedness’ in mexicanidad, 
would themselves not necessarily have any connection with working the land. Yet 
unlike these Mexican elites, Chicano movimiento rhetoric and historiography, invested 
in the Chicano as himself not just mestizo but as inherently rural, took the modernist 
connection between the land and the Indian and reframed it. In this rereading of the 
inherent connection between Indians and the land, Chicanos, as the mestizo inheri-
tors of indigenous blood, called for a restoration of the land—the nation of Aztlán—
to themselves. Chicano activism and history in the 1970s, followed by Chicano stud-
ies scholarship in the 1980s, often assumed that Mexican-Americans were inherently 
rural and ‘traditional’ (Valdivieso 1990: 2), adhering to what Antonio Rios-Bustamante 
called the ‘natives of the land paradigm’ of Chicana/o historiography (2000: 273). This 
particular way of envisioning the history of Mexican Americans circulated heavily both 
during and after the Chicano movimiento in texts such as Corky González’ 1969 El Plan 
Espiritual de Aztlán, Roldofo Acuña’s 1972 Occupied America: A History of Chicanos, and 
John Chávez’ 1984 The Lost Land: The Chicano Images of the Southwest. As I have not-
ed, this viewpoint tended to concentrate on the United States Southwest–Aztlán—as 
homeland for Chicanos(as), and relied on several key points in its general description 
of Mexican Americans: by virtue of their mestizo heritage, Chicanos/as were indige-
nous, and by virtue of their indigenous heritage, Chicanos were native to the South-
west, reclaiming their connection to the land. Thus in the 1970s and into the 1980s 
many Chicanos read ‘nation’ and ‘land’ slightly differently than did earlier Mexicans; 
for both Mexican and Chicano projects, however, the nationalist appeal to the trope 
of the autochthonous, rooted Indian imagined indigenous peoples in a specific way: 
as possessing a racial character which was inherently melancholy and/or quiet, much 
like the silent land to which the indigenous person was attached.

Borderlands’ investment in this particular kind of historiography becomes clear in 
the first chapters, which connect the Mexican indigenous Virgin de Guadalupe (the 
‘brown Virgin’ who first appeared to a converted Aztec farmer) with a folkloric notion 
of Chicano(a) identity. Here, Anzaldúa maintains that that ‘most’ Chicanos practice 
‘a folk Catholicism… La Virgen de Guadalupe’s Indian name is Coatlalopeuh. She is the 
central deity connecting us to our Indian ancestry’ (1987: 27). Mexican nationalism of 
the 1920s and 30s concentrated on imagining the Indian mother, often represented 
by the Virgen de Guadalupe, as the mother of the modern Mexican nation, produc-
er of the modern Mexican mestizo. Borderlands re-emphasized the Virgin of Guadal-
upe and her Indian incarnation Coatlalopeuh to re-frame the masculinist privilegings 
of male Aztec figures in the Chicano movement; land was ‘the source, the mother’, 
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and even when she had to leave it, Anzaldúa kept ‘the ground of my own being. On 
it I walked away, taking with me the land’ (1987: 16). Once again, we see that it is the in-
digenous heritage of the Chicano(a) that connects directly to ‘mother earth’:

Yes, the Chicano and Chicana have always taken care of growing things and the land … The soil 
prepared again and again, impregnated, worked on. A constant changing of forms, renacimiento 
de la tierra madre. This land was Mexican once/was Indian always/and is./And will be again (1987: 91).

As we will see, part of what is important to Anzaldúa about Vasconcelos’s vision 
was his emphasis on the spiritual aspects of mestizaje. Yet, because his indigenism 
also followed the Mexican state-sponsored emphasis on the benefits of technolo-
gy (‘Indians have no door to the future but the door of modern culture’ as he not-
ed [1997: 16]), modernism like that of Vasconcelos (and others working for the state 
at the time) diverged in emphasis from artists and writers who were to some extent 
‘anti-modernity’ or anti-technological while their work still operated within the con-
ceptual parameters of a modernism which saw primitive and modern as opposites. 
Modernist artists in Mexico and the United States alike, looking for a cure for ‘West-
ern … materialism, individualism, and Eurocentrism’ (Znamenski 2007: 55), felt that Na-
tive Americans held the ‘key’ to an evolution wherein people would lead ‘more spiri-
tually and emotionally fulfilled lives’ (55). Like these people, Anzaldúa posited a fusion 
of the modern with the unmodern not so as to move into a technological future but 
to absorb the energies of, as she put it, the primitive, the dark, the female so that ‘One 
day the inner struggle will cease and a true integration will take place’ (1987: 63). The 
indigenism of state revolutionary art, such as the murals Diego Rivera painted in the 
1920s and 1930s, also proposed a ‘hybridizing’ of the unmodern Indian with the mod-
ern Mexico, a fusion of ‘organic’ with ‘modern’; yet for Diego indigenism would be 
used to celebrate technology rather than to reject it: in his 1930 Detroit murals, for ex-
ample, Rivera looked for a way to fuse together the ancient, ‘organic’ nature of Mex-
ico and the modern ‘mechanical’ nature of Detroit’s factories by melding the image 
of a metal stamping machine with the squat, massive outlines of the Aztec image of 
Coatlicue, ‘she of the Serpent Skirt.’9 Like Rivera, Anzaldúa looked for a fusion of what 
she believed to be the ancient and the modern: ‘I sit here before my computer, Ami-
guita [little friend], my altar on top of the monitor with the Virgen de Coatlalpueh can-
dle and copal incense burning’ (1987: 75). Like Rivera, she also used the image of Coat-
licue to represent fusion; yet unlike his appropriation of this figure for a larger point 
about modernity, Anzaldúa saw Coatlicue herself as representing ‘duality in life, a syn-
thesis of duality, and a third perspective … a symbol of the fusion of opposites’—the 
indigenous Virgen and the modern computer, brought together in a ‘new’ mestizaje
 (1987: 46–47).

4. Evolution, Mestizaje, and Homosexuality

Modernist thinking, as I have noted, could embrace seemingly contradictory assump-
tions about the primitive and the modern, and Latin Americans were no different. In 

9 See Tace Hedrick’s Mestizo Modernism: Race, Nation, and Identity in Latin American Culture, 1900–
1940 for a more extensive discussion of ‘fusion’ in Diego Rivera’s murals.
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spite of their concerns with the degenerate nature of contemporary Mexican Indi-
ans, many Mexican artists and intellectuals looked to pre-Columbian Indian culture 
as a source especially for a spiritual energy which could counter the ‘sterility’ of mod-
ern materialism and technology. Chicano artists and writers in the 1970s, although not 
necessarily positing contemporary Native Americans as degenerate, followed Mexi-
can cultural nationalism in appropriating an Aztec past as part of their historical her-
itage; and like their earlier counterparts, certain pre-Columbian native cultural beliefs 
and rituals came to seem a ‘cure’ for Western ills. In the first decades of the 20th cen-
tury, in fact, many artists and writers in the United States, Latin America, and Europe 
were deeply concerned about the overly secular and materialist nature of modernity 
and its accompanying technology; but rather than looking to established religious au-
thority, many were looking to alternative spiritual and esoteric beliefs which empha-
sized ancient wisdoms (often Asian or Southeast Asian), the most prominent of which 
was theosophy. Although we often do not think of spirituality and sexuality as linked, 
historians of religion such as Joy Dixon have shown that in their quest for a renewal 
of social as well as spiritual relations, theosophists in particular felt it was natural that 
gender and sexual roles be re-examined (1997: 408). In the 1970s, feminists concerned 
not just about spirituality and sexuality but also about the environment, such as Star-
hawk, were the inheritors of some of these ideas (Hammer 2001: 51).

Knowing this, we should not be surprised that Anzaldúa’s (relatively) anti-techno-
logical stance took on some of the same concerns about modernity as did her pre-
decessors. Thus, her work still resonates with early 20th century assumptions about 
the spirituality of the primitive: Anzaldúa recommends that the ‘white sterility’ of An-
glos might be mitigated ‘By taking up curanderismo, Santeria [sic], shamanism, Tao-
ism, Zen and otherwise delving into the spiritual life and ceremonies of multi-colored 
people’ (1987: 69). In fact, in its affirmation of the spiritual wisdom of ancient cultures, 
combined with a belief that the unification of opposites would result in a cosmic con-
sciousness, such alternative religious belief systems as theosophy were enormous-
ly influential throughout Latin America through the 1940s, precisely because of their 
investment in a renewed sense of social as well as ‘psychic … wholeness’ (Pike 1983: 
539). La raza cósmica, for example, is filled with references to theosophical and other 
esoteric doctrines; in fact, Vasconcelos was a member of a theosophist lodge in Mex-
ico City, and deeply involved in readings of esoteric doctrine. As historians of alterna-
tive religions have shown, theosophists were not merely concerned with the spiritu-
al plane, but were also deeply concerned with the place of sex, gender, and sexuali-
ty in the spirituality of a modern world.10 In fact, as Joy Dixon notes, there were prom-
inent theosophists who 

had for some years been developing a complicated understanding of sexuality and sexual identi-
ty in an attempt to explore in concrete ways the ‘organic connections’ between (homo) sexuality and 
spirituality (1997: 414). 

10 For example, Annie Besant, a prominent British socialist and women’s rights activist in the first 
decades of the twentieth century, was elected President of the Theosophical Society in 1907. Theoso-
phy provided a space where issues such as feminism and socialism could be discussed and debated.
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Yet as we have seen, modernist theosophical notions about sexuality could just as 
easily be read for heterosexual purposes: Vasconcelos’ appeal to ‘A mixture of races 
accomplished according to the laws of social well-being’, leading inevitably to a ‘ben-
eficial spiritual Mendelianism’ was of necessity heterosexual (1997: 16). For others, such 
as Gabriela Mistral and, later, Anzaldúa herself, an emphasis on the ideas of hybridity 
and primitive spirituality could leave room for a specifically queer reading of the place 
of indigenous spirituality within the discourse of mestizaje.11 Anzaldúa’s same appeal 
as Vasconcelos, to ‘the great alchemical work’ which would lead to a ‘spiritual mestiza-
je’, would now be made in the name of a racial fusion which implied a queer rather 
than heterosexual reading of mestizaje: ‘As a lesbian I have no race … but I am all races 
because there is the queer of me in all races’ (1987: 16).

An important image in the constellation of tropes signifying a beneficial mestiza-
je in Borderlands is that of ‘cross-pollenization’ or cross-breeding. The terminology of 
cross-breeding ties directly with Latin American artists and intellectuals for whom the 
agricultural and biological sciences provided an imagery of roots, grafts, and hybrids 
for an artistic vocabulary to represent the fusion of the antimonies of modern and 
primitive. As Frederick Pike observes, Latin Americans in the first part of the 20th centu-
ry were particularly interested in imagining ‘the merging of opposites in which… new 
life ensues from ecstatic union rather than from catastrophe’ (1983: 480). Anzaldúa be-
gan the chapter in Borderlands titled ‘Towards a New Consciousness’ by providing ‘her 
take’ on Vasconcelos’ exposition of this fusion in La raza cósmica: ‘Vasconcelos…en-
visaged una raza mestiza, una mezlca de razas afines, una raza de color—la primera raza 
síntesis del globo … His theory is one of inclusivity … from this … cross-pollenization, 
an “alien” consciousness is presently in the making—a new mestiza consciousness, 
una conciencia de mujer’ (1987: 78). Her reading of Vasconcelos’ mestizaje as one of ‘in-
clusivity’ signaled her reframing of the modernist meanings of a term such as ‘cross-
pollenization’ and at the same a reorienting of the historical questions of sexuality 
and desire implicit in Mexico’s efforts to shape a unified mestizo nation.

In Mexico, Vasconcelos was one of the few to publicly theorize desire in mestizaje. 
How to make sure people of different races would want to have sex with the proper 
partners, in order to bring forth a new and eugenically healthy race? Here Vasconcelos  
departed (in somewhat bizarre terms, it would seem to us) from the much more care-
ful assertions of racial and cultural ‘approximations’ advised by people like Manuel 
Gamio. Instead, Vasconcelos posited the emergence in the (not-so-distant) future of 
what he called an ‘esthetic eugenics’ whereby only the most beautiful specimens of 
each race would desire each other: ‘in a few decades of esthetic eugenics’, Vascon-
celos asserted, ‘the Black may disappear, together with the types that a free instinct 
of beauty may go on signaling as fundamentally recessive and undeserving…of per-
petuation’ (1987: 32). Although his assertion of an ‘esthetic eugenics’ might seem bi-
zarre to our ears, popularized ideas of the new science of sexology were much on the 

11 Judith Raiskin reviews how ‘Categories of sexual behavior and identity created by 19th and 20th 
century sexologists were also influenced by the classification systems of race, whereby people of 
color … and homosexuals were conflated through the ideas of evolution and degeneration’ (1994: 
157). She goes on to outline some of the basic ideas of modernist thinkers and writers on sexology 
such as Havelock Ellis, Krafft-Ebing, and Edward Carpenter.
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minds of Mexicans. Latin American intellectuals read with intense interest those an-
thropologists who suggested associations between the sexuality and the spirituali-
ty of primitive cultures. For example, among the popular anthropological studies of 
the ‘primitive’ which were read both in the United States and in Mexico were works 
by Bronislaw Malinowski and Robert Marett, who both made the claim that primitive 
peoples were natural mystics. The influential gay socialist, theosophist, and writer Ed-
ward Carpenter, had already posited such a connection in his 1919 book Intermediate 
Types Among Primitive Folk, looking to anthropological and historical accounts of prim-
itive priests and shamans who were ‘especially suited in their roles as mediators and 
prophets because of their homosexuality’ (Carpenter 1975: 98). Carpenter’s investiga-
tions into the history and anthropology of the sexually ‘intermediate’ primitive con-
cluded by asserting that ‘I think there is an organic connection between the homo-
sexual temperament and unusual psychic or divinatory powers’ (1975: 49). The widely 
held idea that homosexuality constituted a mixture, or fusion, of masculine and fem-
inine in the same body meant that Carpenter could claim that as the fusion of oppo-
sites, the ‘double-engine psychic power’ of the homosexual could ‘point to a further 
degree of evolution … It may possibly lead to the development of that third order of 
perception which has been called the cosmic consciousness’ (63). The idea that the 
‘berdache’ or ‘two-spirit’ Native American was considered to have magical or spiritu-
al power because of his presumed homosexuality has been a popular one since well 
before the beginning of the 20th century, and was revived around the first part of the 
20th century as part of a larger body of ideas devoted to the notion that (primitive) ho-
mosexuals often served as magic or spiritual figures. Indeed, Carpenter cites, among 
others, Frazer’s 1912 Adonis, Attis, and Osiris as well as John Irving’s 1835 Indian Sketches 
as sources for his discussion of the connection between (primitive) spirituality and ho-
mosexuality (1975: 15). Such modernist notions of the primitive resonate with Border-
lands assumptions both about a new cosmic consciousness and a queer subjectivity: 

I, like other queer people, am two in one body, both male and female … half and half, mita’ y mita’ 
… But there is a magic aspect in abnormality … sexually different people were believed to possess 
supernatural powers by primal cultures’ magico-religious thinking (1987:19). 

Thus when Anzaldúa maintained that queers are the ‘supreme crossers of cul-
tures … all colors, all classes, all races … Our role is to link people with one anoth-
er’ (1987: 84), she was making a fairly complex association between what were differ-
ing, though themselves connected, areas of concern: sexuality, racial theory, spiritu-
ality—all of which used some of the same imagery of (in this case, plant) ‘hybridity’ 
to think through the concerns of modernization and nationalism. Such an association 
becomes clear in Borderlands when she says, ‘Indigenous like corn, like corn, the mes-
tiza is a product of crossbreeding … the mestizo and the queer exist at this time and 
point on the evolutionary continuum’ (85).

As we have also seen, thinkers in the early decades of the 20th century tended 
to frame their ideas not just about race but about sexuality with references to pop-
ularized evolutionary genetics. Anzaldúa echoes such language: ‘if the center holds, 
we’ve made some kind of evolutionary step forward … the mestizo and the queer 
exist at this time and point on the evolutionary continuum for a purpose. We are 
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a blending that proves that all blood is intricately woven together’ (1987: 85). Although 
early 20th century Mexicans would not be as open about homosexuality as, for exam-
ple, Carpenter was, his work was read in Latin America: and the idea of a ‘hybrid’ (Car-
penter’s term) person, one who encompassed both masculine and feminine, would 
for Latin Americans thinking about homosexuality in a positive way, make a good fit 
with images of ‘fusion’ in discourses of mestizaje. Thus, like modernists in Latin Ameri-
ca as well as elsewhere, Anzaldúa conflated what she thought of as racial/sexual ‘evo-
lution’ with the notion of blending, or fusion. Although ‘evolution’ is today usually as-
sumed to be metaphorical, the immensely popular Spencerian idea of a biological 
(racial) ‘evolutionary’ change which can be effected by, or which can effect, social (or 
even spiritual) change continues to carry much weight: ‘For only through the body, 
through the pulling of flesh, can the human soul be transformed’ (Anzaldúa 1987: 75).

Although she notes that many of her images are metaphorical, Anzaldúa’s mod-
ernist heritage as well as her continuing emphasis on her own physicality warns us 
not to take her discussions of the biological nature of mestizaje as completely figura-
tive: when she wrote ‘soy un amasamiento [literally, a kneading of corn dough], I am an 
act of kneading, of uniting and joining’ (1987: 81), if we understand her position in the 
American history of such imagery we as readers must take her both literally and met-
aphorically. As she mapped mestizaje onto her lesbian identity, despite maintaining 
that she ‘made the choice to be queer’, her queerness is clearly both metaphor and 
physicality. Thus we have to take her seriously when she averred in Borderlands that 
queers were two genders making a ‘third’; for her, there was a literal aspect to this im-
age. This is of a piece with her debt to, and reframing of, modernist ideas about ge-
netics, fusion, mestizaje, and the spiritual and racial ‘crossing’ abilities of mixed-race 
and queer people.

5. A Provisional and Incomplete Project

Toward the end of the prose section of Borderlands, Anzaldúa thinks about the book 
overall:

In looking at this book that I’m almost finished writing, I see a mosaic pattern (Aztec-like) emerg-
ing … with the gesso underpainting that is red earth, black earth … I see the barely contained color 

threatening to spill over the boundaries of the object it represents and into other ‘objects’ and over 
the borders of the frame. I see a hybridization of metaphor, different species of ideas popping up 
here, popping up there, full of variations and seeming contradictions, though I believe in an ordered, 
structured universe where all phenomena are interrelated and imbued with spirit. (66)

Here Anzaldúa makes clear that she herself sees how her metaphors slip and bleed 
into each other and (I assume) the contradictory ways they also slip between cate-
gories such as biological race and culture, sexuality and (biological) sex. ‘The whole 
thing’, she continues, ‘has had a mind of its own’ (66). I suggest that this ‘mind’ is 
the text’s ‘political unconscious’, one which remained, despite its queer, feminist, and 
antiracist sentiments, invested in modernist assumptions even as the United States 
moved more and more fully into the social and economic changes of late global 
capitalism. Metaphor operates in just this way: doing the work of embodying the 
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past in the present, materializing contradictions, relying on paradox. The metaphors 
on which the discourse of mestizaje has depended are so innately ambiguous, and 
lend themselves to such different projects, precisely because they depend on materi-
al bodies and processes to figure forth, even to ‘prove’, social and cultural assumptions. 
One of those assumptions, as we have seen, is that the quietude and timelessness 
of a mythical, dark, primitive body is the necessary other of the rationality and time-
sense of white, modern bodies. As Hortense Spillers notes in ‘Mama’s Baby, Papa’s 
Maybe’ (published the same year as Borderlands), framing ‘ethnicity’ under the aegis 
of a ‘mythical time’ ‘enable(s) a writer to perform a variety of conceptual moves all at 
once. Under its hegemony … the body, in its material and abstract phase, becomes 
a source for metaphor’ (1987: 66). There can be no doubt that pressing questions of 
race, sexuality, and culture are still with us, and Anzaldúa rightly felt the need to revis-
it and reframe those questions. But like the projects of earlier Latin American modern-
ists, her mestiza body—particularly in its indigenous aspects—was often invested all 
over again, ‘frozen’, within a modernist vision of mythical timelessness.

Thus the outlines of modernist assumptions—especially about time, progress, race 
and sexuality—are still part of the conceptual framework of much late 20th centu-
ry and early 21 century thought. The modern project was, and remains, as John Frow 
contends, ‘an operation; it performs a certain work, it makes certain things possible, 
including some of the forms of difference from the past…that it imagines as given 
in the order of things’ (1997: 3). That is, the continuing force of modernist concepts lit-
erally shapes our thinking, so that it seems to us that in fact traditional, minority, in-
digenous, colored, or ‘underdeveloped’ groups are categorically different from mod-
ern, ‘developed’ white nations and peoples. It is the organizing concepts of modernity 
themselves which make such differences seem so apparent. However much she pos-
ited the mestiza body as inherently moveable and changeable, Anzaldúa’s metaphors 
under which her queer mestiza bodies operated constantly wavered toward their ‘fix-
ing’ in a timeless and unmodern place.

In Borderlands, Anzaldúa’s emphasis on fusion culminates in a vision of the gather-
ing-together of ‘the splintered and disowned parts of la gente mexicana (the Mexican 
people) ’, holding them ‘in [her] arms’ (1987: 88). To say that she inherited a set of mod-
ernist assumptions which posited, in often negative ways, the dark and/or indigenous 
body as modernity’s necessary other is only to make clear her place in a history of 
such assumptions. But more important is to show the ways that the contradictions in-
herent in those assumptions worked to allow her to reframe a modernist worldview of 
race and sexuality as positive, healing, and liberatory. Here, Anzaldúa looked to Latin 
American conversations about race and sexuality which appeared to talk truth to the 
technologically-driven and imperialist power of white supremacy in the United States. 
Yet as Helene Lorenz and Mary Watkins observe, there is no way to be completely  
free from those tropes and assumptions which, through our very language, construct 
a worldview; not even a post-colonial or a presumably postmodern consciousness 
‘can promise a safe distance in which we can stand free of the cultural constructs that 
have formed us and with which we constantly collude’ (2002). Thus, even transforma-
tional projects such as Anzaldúa’s will remain, as Lorenz and Watkins put it, ‘always 
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provisional and incomplete’, leaving such projects embedded in, but also re-visioning, 
a long genealogy of mestizaje and indigenism.
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Reinventing Art and Ethnography:
Hurston, Dunham, and Deren in Haiti

Kirsten Strom
Grand Valley State University in Michigan

Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose.
	Z ora Neale Hurston (1942: 143)

While ‘modernism’ has been defined by some as an age based on the Enlightenment 
pursuit of the purity of isolated disciplines (with post-modernism framed conversely 
as a corrective era of interdisciplinarity), this essay considers the work of three figures 
practicing decisively interdisciplinary research in the very heyday of the modern era. 
Indeed Zora Neale Hurston, Katherine Dunham, and Maya Deren were all to practice 
both the fine arts and the social sciences, frequently at the very same time. Specifi-
cally, I wish to discuss the ways in which, they used their ‘dual citizenship’ as an asset, 
relying precisely upon their identities as artists while pursuing ethnographic field re-
search in Haiti in the 1930s and 40s. I will additionally contend, however, that this was 
hardly an academic exercise. Rather it was one deeply entangled in the urgent poli-
tics of race in the Americas.

Haiti

With this in mind, it is necessary, at least briefly, to consider the central role of Haiti, 
which arguably occupied a special place in the writings of both Hurston and Dunham, 
each of whom traveled extensively throughout the Caribbean. (Deren, by contrast, 
would travel only to Haiti.) In the 1930s and 40s, Haiti was indeed a hermeneutic bat-
tleground, as well as the site of a recent occupation by the US Marines1 and a tourist 
industry marketing exoticism and ‘black magic’ to white American adventure seek-
ers. At the same time, however, it was to become central to concerted efforts to value 
the richness of black cultures on their own terms. As I will illustrate, the latter position 
was at the very least implicitly espoused by Hurston, Dunham, and Deren. Indeed the 

1 The US sent troops into Haiti in 1915 with the declared intent of preventing German influence and 
preserving US interests. The troops remained until 1934 when newly elected Roosevelt withdrew 
them under increasing international disapproval. The occupation was characterized by numerous 
rebellions, some of which were violently suppressed.
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three artist-ethnographers might all be said to have ‘aimed’, in the words of Katherine 
Dunham, ‘at sociological as well as artistic targets’ (in Waddington, 1948: 303).

Interestingly, what both the voyeuristic tourists and the more earnest sympathizers 
seem to have shared was a perception of Haiti as a kind of cultural bridge between 
the United States and Africa. For the tourists, this meant essentially that the same ste-
reotypes applied: Haiti was an exotic, jungle land of mysterious dark-skinned inhabit-
ants, somehow living outside of time and practicing mysterious, primitive—even ‘sav-
age’—customs. Those advocating a more nuanced and sympathetic point of view 
similarly stressed the tangibility of the relationship between Haitian and African cul-
tural forms, but they did so, at least in part, to provide evidence for the resiliency of 
African traditions. Indeed within the US, African cultural forms were widely assumed 
to have been dismissed as inferior even by African peoples once they had been ex-
posed to the ‘superiority’ of European cultural forms. Serious evidence for African ‘sur-
vivals’ in the Americas, some maintained, could be used to refute the myth that the 
‘Negro is a man without a past’ (Herskovits, 1942: 2).2 This point of view was advocated 
explicitly by Melville Herskovits, one of Dunham’s two mentors, who wrote in 1937 
what has been called ‘probably the first sympathetic treatment of Vodou ever written 
by an outsider’ (Cosentino, 1995: 129). Indeed, his Life in a Haitian Valley stressed a more 
sophisticated approach to cultural analysis, one recognizing the prevalence of syncre-
tism, in what Herskovits would describe as the ‘cultural mosaic’ of Haiti, a living fusion 
of the cultural traditions of both Africa and Europe (1937: 249).

Indeed Voudoun,3 the religious practice performed most visibly by the Haitian 
peasant class, evolved as a highly sophisticated and undeniably syncretic endeav-
or, as African slaves in Haiti, under Spanish and later French rule, developed strategies 
for continuing to observe African religious traditions by recognizing and exploiting 
analogies between African deities and what might loosely be called the ‘pantheon’ 
of Catholic Saints. For example, in an act of creative consumption, the Catholic Mater 
Dolorosa, commonly pictured in popular lithographs surrounded by jewel-encrusted 
hearts, widely comes to be seen as one manifestation of the loa, or deity, that is also 
Erzulie Frieda, the highly feminine and refined figure associated with love and heart-
ache within Voudoun. Similarly, the serpent loa Damballah is frequently seen in the 
image of St. Patrick, who stands at the edge of the sea encircled by snakes at his feet, 
though he may also be recognized in the image of Moses. Such strategies were argu-
ably rendered near impossible by Protestant slaveholders in the US, who honored no 
saints and tolerated nothing outside of a strict monotheism, ambiguities of the Holy 
Trinity notwithstanding. Dunham herself has written:

My personal observation has been that the French, on the whole, were less concerned with dominat-
ing culturally their colonial peoples than the English, and consequently the integrity of African culture 

2 Herskovits’s text is an extended rebuttal to the argument that nothing of African custom, lan-
guage, etc. survived contact with Europeans in the ‘New World’.

3 It may be worth noting that there is little—if any—consensus on the spelling of Haitian terms. 
Voudoun may be alternately spelled Vaudoun, Voudou, etc., and in the US, it may also be written as 
Voodoo, though the term as it is popularly used in this country has little to do with Haitian tradition 
and practice. Similarly loa might also be spelled lwa; Danto as Dantor, Damballah as Danballah, etc.
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and the sanctity of African religious tradition persists to a greater extent in, for example, Haiti and 
Martinique than in Jamaica or Trinidad (1941a: 217–18).

Nevertheless, the Catholic Church in Haiti has proven loathe to accept these corre-
spondences between its own holy figures and the loa, who have been vigorously dis-
missed as pagan. Hurston, Dunham, and Deren were all to find, however, that its ef-
forts to suppress Voudoun had met with little success. Maya Deren has commented 
on this point, astutely taking into account the political imperatives of Voudoun’s syn-
cretic nature:

Against the serviteur who sincerely insists that he believes in the trinity, who baptizes his children and 
his drums, places the saints on his private altar, and makes lavish use of the sign of the cross, the Cath-
olic Church has been, in a sense, helpless. It is in the peculiar position of trying to convert the already 
converted. A religious system that opposed Catholicism would have been overcome. But in the face 
of such tolerance, the violent efforts to eradicate Voudoun have remained largely ineffective (1953: 57).

Though some Haitian loa, specifically many of the ‘red’ Petro strain, have been iden-
tified as original to the New World and even more specifically to the Haitian Revolu-
tion of 1804, most—if not all—of the loa associated with ‘blue’ Rada practice are un-
derstood to be ‘spirits identified with “Ginen”—Guinea, or mythic Africa, whose roots 
can be traced back to Dahomey’ (Cosentino, 1995: 58).4 Herskovits, as previously sug-
gested, furthermore stressed the survival of ‘Africanisms’ throughout daily life in ru-
ral Haiti, in everything ranging from food preparation to styles of singing. Though he 
was also to stress both the co-mingling of European influences in Haitian life, and the 
presence of African traditions within the United States, Haiti nevertheless seemed for 
many to hold a special prestige as a means for understanding confluences of ‘race’, 
politics, and culture. Herskovits would furthermore claim that in Haiti:

clues may be available not only for a clearer understanding of the processes of culture as a whole, 
but also to point the way toward a more fundamental approach to the immediate problems of race 
as they are found in the New World, thus at once furthering the ends of scientific understanding and 
a more satisfactory social adjustment (1937: 305).

Perhaps, however, one would be remiss not to note in this context a simple prag-
matic consideration, that the mere physical proximity of Haiti to the US made it geo-
graphically and financially more accessible to artists and graduate students than trav-
el to Africa itself. Indeed Hurston’s first Guggenheim application for travel to Africa 
was denied, and of the three women who are the subject of this paper, only Kather-
ine Dunham would ever reach the shores of Africa.

Zora Neale Hurston

Though the particulars of Haiti cannot be denied, the central question at hand is how 
and to what degree the fine arts backgrounds of Deren, Dunham, and Hurston in-

4 Rada and Petro are the two forms of Voudoun most frequently cited by Hurston, Dunham, and 
Deren. Other ‘nations’ within Voudoun include Congo, Nago, Mahí, Ghédé, and Ibo. Both specific 
names, including Congo and Ibo, and the description of related practices as nations indicate a clear 
consciousness of religious practices brought to Haiti from diverse African cultures.



70 V o l u m e  4 ,  N u m b e r  2 - 3

Review of International American Studies

m
o

d
er

n
it

y
’s

 m
o

d
er

n
is

m
s

fluenced and enabled their pursuit of an anthropological social science. Of the three, 
Zora Neale Hurston was perhaps the least specific in addressing this point overtly, 
though few would contest the point that her literary skills manifest themselves quite 
assertively in her published research. Indeed both Mules and Men and Tell My Horse are 
replete with narrative devices including metaphor, shifting subjectivities, and a po-
etically charged language exceeding that of simple description. Here, for example, 
is a passage from Tell My Horse, which acknowledges her limits as an anthropologist 
while reinforcing the distinctness of her voice as a literary narrator:

During the process with the bull I heard the most beautiful song that I heard in all Haiti. The air was ex-
quisite and I promised myself to keep it in mind. The sound of the words stayed with me long enough 
to write them down, but to my great regret the tune that I intended to bring home in my mouth 
to Harry T. Burleigh escaped me like the angels out of the Devil’s mouth (1938: 172).

Already a published fiction writer with an Associate’s Degree from Howard Univer-
sity and a growing reputation within the Harlem Renaissance, Hurston began formal 
studies in anthropology as an undergraduate at Barnard College in 1925. Her mentor 
there was Franz Boas, whose importance for both Hurston and the field in general 
must briefly be considered.

Boas is frequently credited as the founder of American academic anthropology, 
and he was indeed mentor, as Gertrude Stein might say to ‘everybody who was any-
body’ within the American field at the time. This would include the likes of Margaret 
Mead, Ruth Benedict, and Melville Herskovits. Though his legacy is not without con-
troversy, Boas adopted what was, for its time, a ‘progressive’ methodology, conceiv-
ing of anthropology as a vehicle for establishing the relativity of cultural forms and val-
ues.5 Such relativizing arguments, in his view, functioned to defy the ethnocentric and 
racist absolutism that measured non-European cultures by European standards only 
to find them lacking, in a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy.

In his preface to Anthropology and Modern Life (1932), for example, Boas declared:

In writing the present book I desired to show that some of the most firmly rooted opinions of our 
times appear from a wider point of view as prejudices, and that a knowledge of anthropology enables 
us to look with greater freedom at the problems confronting our civilization (7).

The list of beliefs to which he consequently identified himself as ‘diametrically op-
posed’ included, ‘The identity of race and nation, the superiority of the White race, the 
identification of absolute ethics with our modern code of behavior, [and] the resis-
tance to fundamental criticism of our civilization’ (7). According to this view, then, an-

5 Both Boas and the notion of cultural relativism have indeed become the objects of critical scru-
tiny. Arguments against Boas’s integrity include accusations of ‘scientizing race’, performing ‘salvage’ 
anthropology, romanticizing ‘pure’ cultures, and fostering condescending relationships with his stu-
dents, including Hurston. Herbert S. Lewis provides an overview of such criticisms—all of which he 
roundly rejects—in ‘The Passion of Franz Boas’ published as the Afterword to the recent edition of 
Boas’s Anthropology and Modern Life.

Cultural relativism, meanwhile, has faced attacks on two fronts, both reactionary (that it is tanta-
mount to moral relativism) and post-colonial (that it ultimately validates iniquitous distributions of 
wealth and power). Clifford Geertz acknowledged the complexities of the debate in adopting the 
term ‘anti-anti-relativism’ in his ‘Distinguished Lecture to the Institute for Advanced Study’ in 1984.
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thropology was a tool for demonstrating the falsehood of racial stereotypes, and as 
such it was an instrument of both human knowledge and cultural criticism:

Anthropology is often considered a collection of curious facts, telling about the peculiar appearance 
of exotic people and describing their strange customs and beliefs. It is looked upon as an entertain-
ing diversion, apparently without any bearing upon the conduct of civilized communities. This opin-
ion is mistaken (11).

Under the tutelage of Boas, Hurston returned to her former home in rural Florida in 
1927 to collect ‘folk tales’, or ‘lies’, as she often called them, on what was to become the 
first of several fieldwork trips. Later trips would take her to New Orleans and the Baha-
mas, where she collected songs and the ‘folklore’ of the black populations. In New Or-
leans, she would additionally study ‘hoodoo’ rites, training as an initiate. As an anthro-
pologist in training who was herself also a published fiction writer, her research into 
community narratives clearly served both her interests, and indeed throughout the 
late 20s and early 30s, she continued to publish both research and fiction, including 
the novel Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934) and the anthology of southern tales Mules and Men 
(1935). ‘Folklore’ provided sources of narrative inspiration within the context of a living 
tradition, while her developing research credentials would enable her work to pene-
trate multiple contexts of reception, both popular and academic.

In 1935, she enrolled at Columbia University with the intent of pursing a doctorate 
in anthropology, again with ‘Papa Franz.’ Though she never completed her degree, 
and by some accounts rarely attended classes, Hurston received a Guggenheim grant 
to travel to the West Indies for additional research in March of 1936. After spending six 
months in Jamaica, she traveled to Haiti in September of the same year. It was here 
that she wrote her now celebrated novel Their Eyes Were Watching God, reputedly in 
seven weeks, and it was here too that she would spend a year, only briefly interrupt-
ed, gathering material on the study of Voudoun. Soon after returning to the US, Hur-
ston assembled her findings into the book Tell My Horse: Voodoo and Life in Haiti and 
Jamaica, published in 1938.

That Tell My Horse represented a fusion, or what Herskovits might call a ‘mosaic’, of 
literature and social science was immediately remarked upon in several period re-
views. C. G. Woodson, for example, wrote that, ‘The work is entertaining and at the 
same time one of value which scholars must take into consideration in the study of 
the Negro in the Western Hemisphere’ (1939: 146). Similarly, Harold Courlander, himself 
both a novelist and an anthropologist, noted in his review Hurston’s efforts to mediate  
between romantic and analytic points of view:

[William] Seabrook exposed [Voodoo] in sensational, wishful terms. Dr. Herskovitz exposed in its cold-
est mathematical terms. Miss Hurston tries both. To an extent she is successful, for Voodoo in Haiti is 
both warmer, possessed of more poetry, than Dr. Herskovitz realized, and less wild and orgiastic than 
Seabrook intimated (1938: 142).6

6 The reference to Seabrook is to his 1929 text The Magic Island, which is widely held to be sensa-
tionalistic at best and at worst unapologetically racist, particularly in its inclusion of expressionistic 
caricatures by Alexander King.
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Indeed, stylistically Herskovitz’s Life in a Haitian Valley can read at times like a series 
of lists (African influences in food, African influences in clothing, African influences  
in architecture, etc.), and one finds also that the somewhat conspicuous use of the 
passive tense masks Herskovits’s role as subjective observer. Tell My Horse, by contrast, 
vacillates between memoir and reportage. Readers indeed encounter multiple voices 
ranging from the omnipotent narrator, to the opinionated first person witness, to the 
simple vehicle through which other ‘characters’ tell their own stories. This is arguably 
only appropriate to the subject, for the story of Haiti is indeed a story of many tradi-
tions. Dozens of distinctive African cultures, the indigenous island culture, and Europe-
an Catholicism, have all left their mark in language and culture. Hurston’s skill as a nar-
rator, however, renders a portrait of Haiti at once coherent and diverse.

Tell My Horse is perhaps somewhat less explicit than other writings in articulating 
Hurston’s desire to ‘[point] Negro expression back towards the saner ground of our 
own unbelievable originality’ (1942: 285). Nevertheless, the text on the whole reads 
as sympathetically authored. Perhaps the most notable exception to this rule is to be 
found in her discussion of the role of women, an issue only touched upon by Dun-
ham and Deren. In the chapter of Tell My Horse entitled ‘Women in the Caribbean,’ 
Hurston wrote:

If you [a woman] try to talk sense, they look at you right pitifully as if to say, ‘What a pity! That mouth 
that was made to supply some man (and why not me) with kisses, is spoiling itself asking stupidities 
about banana production and wages!’ It’s not that they try to put you in your place, no. They consider 
that you never had any. If they think about it at all, they think that they are removing you from MAN’s 
place and then granting you the privilege of receiving his caresses and otherwise ministering to his 
comfort when he has time to give you or such matters (57–58).

Additional comments acknowledge, however, that gender roles may be compli-
cated by issues of race and class: ‘Of course all women are inferior to all men by God 
and law down there. But if a woman is wealthy, of good family and mulatto, she can 
overcome some of her drawbacks’ (58). In light of these scathing criticisms, however, 
it is interesting to note that Hurston makes little point of addressing her own gender 
in the body of her text. In this way she casts herself as an observer of gender inequi-
ty rather than a victim of it.

In another passage of note, however, Hurston seems to romanticize the US occupa-
tion of Haiti. In an undeniably poetic but politically curious passage, she wrote:

A prophet could have foretold [peace] was to come to [the Haitian people] from another land and 
another people utterly unlike the Haitian people in any respect. The prophet might have said, ‘Your 
freedom from strife and your peace shall come when these symbols shall appear. There shall come a 
voice in the night. A new and bloody river shall pour from a man-made rock in your chief city. Then 
shall be a cry from the heart of Haiti—a great cry, a crescendo cry. There shall be survivors, and they 
shall have a look and a message. There shall be a Day and the Day shall mother a Howl, and the Howl 
shall be remembered in Haiti forever and nations beyond the borders shall hear it and stir. The shall 
appear a Plume against the sky. It shall be a black plume against the sky which shall give fright to 
many at its coming, but it shall bring peace to Haiti’ (65–66).

Elaborating upon the meaning of these portentous symbols, the last is revealed 
to be the ‘smoke from the funnels of U.S.S. Washington … a black plume with a white 
hope’ (72). Courlander was quick to chastise her for these remarks:
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she could not have read the late Dr. James Weldon Johnson’s articles which appeared in the Nation 
during the summer of 1920. The hardships inflicted by the occupation upon all but the merchants of 
Haiti have not been forgotten to this day (141).

Indeed, Dunham, too, would later comment that, ‘The Americans occupied Haiti 
with very little consideration for the customs, desires, and habits of the people them-
selves, and with no wish, until the harm was done, to find out what the national char-
acter was like’ (1969: 24). Hurston’s passage on the contrary seems optimistic to a fault. 
While it is preceded by remarks on ‘white oppression’ and the ‘spilt blood and tears 
[of] blacks,’ her desire to find closure in the U.S.S. Washington might best be described 
as misplaced.

Some have furthermore found her presentation of Haitian life ‘mythologiz [ing]’ 
(Hurbon, 1995: 190), and perhaps there is indeed an undue emphasis on aspects of 
Voudoun that were already sensationalized in American eyes, such as ‘zombies’ and 
the ‘Secte Rouge.’ Though she makes a point of stressing that zombies are not, as 
American myth would have it, the living dead, and she furthermore emphasizes the 
popular disapproval of the Secte Rouge, the vividness of her own descriptions might 
well outweigh the rationality of her cautionary advice.

Nevertheless, it should be noted that her text also employed Boasian techniques of 
relativization to pointedly illustrate that Americans who would judge the people and 
culture of Haiti might well be living in glass houses. Of conversations she held with 
‘a very intelligent Hatian young woman’, she has written:

We had gotten to the place where neither of us lied to each other about our respective countries. 
I freely admitted gangsters, corrupt political machines, race prejudice and lynchings. She as frankly 
deplored bad politics, overemphasized class distinctions, lack of public schools and transportation. 
We neither of us apologized for Voodoo. We both acknowledged it among us, but both of us saw it 
as a religion no more venal, no more impractical than any other (1938: 203–04).

Katherine Dunham

A number of striking parallels mark the career trajectories of Hurston and Katherine 
Dunham, though the latter would earn her artistic reputation in the field of dance. Like 
Hurston, Dunham had already shown a marked artistic tendency at the time that she 
began her studies in anthropology, and also, like Hurston, she grew up as an African-
American living under the realities of Jim Crow. Indeed her memoirs are replete with 
references to the challenges facing an integrated touring group, including segregat-
ed theaters and hotels that refused them even in northern cities. Dunham, however, 
clearly viewed both the arts and anthropology, the much disparaged ‘handmaiden of 
colonialism, ’ as tools for combating racism. Indeed, she has stated explicitly, ‘There is 
no doubt but what we are doing is creating a better understanding of, and sympathy  
for, the American Negro. From the beginning, I aimed at sociological as well as artistic 
targets’ (in Waddington, 1948: 303).

Dunham’s career in anthropology began in 1928 when she enrolled as an under-
graduate at the University of Chicago, where she studied with Robert Redfield, who 
‘not only pioneered … new [documentary] methods … but involved himself in the 
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fight for equal opportunity of education in the US for blacks and other minorities’ 
(Marcus and Fisher, 1986: 186n1). While Dunham took courses, she continued to train, 
to perform publicly, and to teach dance on the side, sometimes struggling to divide 
her time between two full-time pursuits. So it was that when she traveled to Haiti 
as a graduate student in 1935, she bore a calling card labeled ‘anthropology and the 
dance.’ Both Redfield and Herskovits at Northwestern encouraged her to forestall the 
decision of choosing between a career in dance and one in anthropology specifical-
ly because they believed that the two fields could so readily enhance one another. 
Indeed, they insisted that her dance skills and background would give her a unique 
perspective and point of entry into the cultures she would engage. Dunham biogra-
pher Joyce Aschenbrenner, has even written that at a fête held in Dunham’s honor pri-
or to her departure, ‘Boas expressed his regret that he had not been a dancer while 
studying Northwest Coast Indians, and he predicted that she could discover cultural 
knowledge that was inaccessible to nondancers’ (50).

Dunham’s later memoir, Island Possessed (1969), reveals that indeed her very particu-
lar background ameliorated some of the travails of gaining acceptance as an observ-
er in a foreign land. She has said, simply enough, ‘I explained that I was there to learn 
dances because I like to dance; to a people for whom dancing was an integral, vital 
expression of daily living this explanation seemed natural enough’ (xxiii). Thus, she es-
tablished her own credibility as a transparently interested person who liked to dance, 
rather than as a detached and culturally parasitic scientist, studying humans as one 
might study insects.

Dunham has also spoken of enhancing her credibility through what she has called, 
‘racial affinity.’ On this point, she has written, ‘Many liberties were permitted me be-
cause of my unofficial position as emissary of the lost black peoples from [Africa]’ 
(1969: 15), meaning specifically those who were taken to the United States, where an-
cestral traditions were more dramatically curtailed. In this case, too, it was the confes-
sion of a personal interest that helped her to become an effective participant-observ-
er, gaining the trust of a self-conscious people already weary—and wary—of tourists, 
marines, and journalists from the mainland.

Dunham’s writings on the subject of Haitian culture included a Master’s Thesis 
called ‘Dances of Haiti,’ eventually published in English, Spanish, and French. The lat-
ter edition included a preface by Claude Levi-Strauss, in which he affirmed the bene-
fits of her unique credentials:

An unquestionable originality marks Katherine Dunham’s book … Her penetration into the 
life and local customs of the country was doubly facilitated by her common origin with the in-
habitants and by her theoretical and practical knowledge of aspects of dance … In addition 
to these somewhat personal advantages, her book has the great merit of reintegrating the social 
act of dance, which serves as her central theme, within a total complex. Katherine Dunham pro-
posed not only to study a ritual but also to define the role of dance in the life of a society (xvi). 

As I have already indicated, Dunham’s other book on Haiti is her memoir, which sit-
uates her accrued knowledge of Haiti within a framework both narrative and subjec-
tive. Aschenbrenner, for one, has celebrated such an approach, as one anticipating 
more recent critiques of the presumptions of neutrality and objectivity within tradi-
tional anthropology. Though she reports that Island Possessed was criticized as unsci-
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entific at the time of its publication, Aschenbrenner has defended the liberties taken 
by Dunham as follows:

A radical critique of traditional approaches depicts ethnography as a dialectical process, involving the 
people the anthropologist is studying in the creation of a statement about a culture. The contextual 
information Dunham provided is valuable to those who aspire to understand another culture be-
cause she openly portrayed her problems and tactics in relation to people. We see that she related 
to the people upon whose cooperation she depended in their terms, not by imposing her own con-
ditions, and she exposed her own vulnerabilities in writing about her encounters. In this, she differed 
from her predecessors and contemporaries, who recorded such matters in private journals, not for 
publication (86).

Indeed, the first-person travelogue format of William Seabrook’s 1929 Magic Island 
might also be said to have provided ‘contextual information’ revealing of his subjec-
tivity and the dynamics of his relationships, but Dunham’s text is marked by a greater  
sensitivity and a degree of humility lacking in Seabrook’s account. Where Seabrook 
cast himself as a hero, the intrepid explorer, Dunham more openly acknowledged 
the complicated politics of her situation as a middle-class American: ‘It was with let-
ters from Melville Herskovits, head of the Department of Anthropology at Northwest-
ern University, that I invaded the Caribbean [emphasis added] ’ (1969: 3). Her text also 
addresses her situation as a woman and as a relatively fair-skinned African American:

Of my kind I was a first—a lone young woman easy to place in the clean-cut American dichotomy of 
color, harder to place in the complexity of Caribbean color classifications; a mulatto when occasion 
called for, an in-between, or ‘griffon’ actually, I suppose; most of the time an unplaceable (4).

A seemingly nondescript listing of the contents of her luggage, furthermore in-
cludes reference to ‘unworn lace underclothing’, ‘sanitary napkins’, and ‘hair ointment 
for the year’, interspersed with the books, the camera, and the typewriter (10). This is 
the luggage of an embodied intellectual.7

Dunham’s collected choreographic works drew their inspiration from a broad 
range of Caribbean and non-Caribbean cultural sources. Among the works specif-
ic to Haitian history and culture are Christophe, described as a ‘dance drama of the 
first kingdom of Haiti’ with a ‘text of spoken lines being down by Langston Hughes’ 
(Dunham, 1941–42: 289), and Haitian Roadside, a dance of ‘Market people and wayside 
travelers’ (1946: 292). Such works clearly situate the dance within larger frameworks of 
symbolic meaning, referencing in these instances the nation’s political history and the 
social structuring of everyday life.

Dunham’s contributions to the field of dance also involved the development of 
a pedagogical practice that would come to be known simply as Dunham Technique. 
According to Albirda Rose, central to her technique was a process of ‘Progressions in 
Cultural Context’, in which:

7 Other than this, however, Dunham, too, makes little point of the role that her gender might have 
played in determining her acceptance or lack thereof, except to note that as an outsider, she was 
given opportunities to engage in activities normally reserved for men, such as handling the sacred 
drums.
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rhythm forms are used … that reflect a cultural heritage of a specific group … These rhythms usually 
have specific dance steps that accompany them, and these steps usually reflect the basic concept of 
that dance or why that dance is performed (492).

Though Dunham Technique is widely described as borrowing syncretically from 
ballet, jazz, and modern dance, prominent elements associated specifically with Afri-
can-based dance include a technique of articulating the joints through processes of 
rhythmic isolations and the establishment of ‘a new vocabulary of movement for the 
lower body.’ As Millicent Hodson has summarized, ‘The Dunham Technique makes 
available to the “modern schools” of dance the liberation of knees and pelvis that is 
fundamental to African dance’ (498). This, in combination with her emphasis on ‘Pro-
gressions in Cultural Context’, established what Hodson would term ‘a new level of lit-
eracy in dance’ (499).

Like Hurston, Dunham never completed her terminal degree in anthropology, but 
she can hardly be said to have abandoned anthropology for dance. Indeed, she con-
tinued to lecture internationally on her research, even as she developed a reputation 
for being the ‘hottest thing on Broadway.’ As she would declare in 1941, 

Now that I look back over the long period of sometimes alternating, sometimes simultaneous interest 
in both subjects, it seems inevitable that they should have eventually fused completely (1941b: 214). 

Though she considered the dances themselves to be anthropological of their very 
nature, in their stress of social context and function, she also, on occasion, combined 
the work of her two fields more explicitly. In 1942, for example, she presented ‘A Lecture- 

-Demonstration of the Anthropological Approach to Dance and the Practical Applica-
tion of This Approach to the Theater’ at UCLA (See Dunham, 1942: 508–13). This event 
combined a lecture, both autobiographical and theoretical, and a performance in 
which members of her troupe tangibly demonstrated the movements described.

In another noteworthy program reflecting the fusion of her two concerns, the Dun-
ham Experimental Group of the Dunham School of Dance and Theater performed 
at Howard University in 1947. The program, entitled Caribbean Backgrounds, grouped 
dances and songs in thematic categories, such as ‘social dances’, ‘ceremonial dances’ 
(consisting of the Voudoun dances of Yonvalou and Zépaules), and ‘work songs’ (See 
Dunham 1947: 299–301). The program thus emphasized the role of function and con-
text as a generator of (relative) meaning. Though the opening note stressed the search 
for ‘authentic information concerning the dances and rituals of the people brought 
to the Western Hemisphere as slaves’, the ‘social dance’ portion consisted of a com-
parison of a ‘Traditional European mazurka’, and ‘The mazouk’, a ‘West Indian form of 
the mazurka brought to the Islands by the French.’ Also integrated into the event was 
a screening of a film by Dunham illustrating both La savante, ‘a French form of fight-
ing with the feet’ and L’ag’ya, ‘the Martinique version.’ This was followed by the per-
formance of Dunham’s own choreographed ballet of the L’ag’ya, thereby providing an 
immediate opportunity for audience comparison.

One of the more frequent criticisms of her work, however, is that she ‘stylized’ the 
dance forms. Though not referring directly to Dunham, Yvonne Daniel, for example, 
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has written that ‘Haitian’ dance in the US ‘seemed rather theatrical’ (6). Maya Deren 
would posit a related criticism:

It should be obvious that a ‘Haitian dance’ which strains a trained, professional dancer and leaves him 
or her winded after a ten-minute performance could not be as ‘authentic’ as the program notes for 
such theatrical presentations of ‘ethnic dance’ would lead one to believe (1953: 229n).

Dunham herself was perhaps not as vocal as one might expect in defending 
against such charges, but Vèvè Clark has suggested that 

Criticism of this kind is irrelevant, because it fails to understand that Caribbean dance has been styl-
ized and transformed throughout history. More importantly, stylization has been a tradition in Ameri-
can modern dance since its inception (1994: 324).

 Indeed, one might further stress that such stylization merely acknowledges the re-
ality of the artifice, that Dunham was both an anthropologist and an artist, and that 
her hybridized works were ultimately choreographed compositions for the stage per-
formed by trained dancers. Even as such, however, they were deeply informed by the 
larger concerns that had motivated Dunham’s joint pursuit: that dance as a human 
activity bears a history, a politic, and a language rendered meaningful by social and 
cultural context.

For its significance as a unique form of cultural history written with the body, dance 
had indeed been relatively overlooked by anthropologists coming from a western 
tradition with comparatively little emphasis on dance, particularly within a religious 
context, and thus many such anthropologists simply found themselves unqualified 
to consider it deeply. Aschenbrenner has even described an incident in which Her-
skovits referred to the content of one of Dunham’s films, depicting the Koromantee, 
as ‘that picture where men are hopping about very fast’ (63). He failed in this instance 
to even recognize that he was looking at dance. Reiterating both the intellectual and 
the political necessity of her own interdisciplinarity, Dunham wrote in 1963:

Disturbed in my early years of social anthropology at the lack of emphasis on the complex of the 
dance in primitive society, I proposed that my scholarship from the Rosenwald and Rockefeller foun-
dations be directed toward an effort at repairing this lack. Also involved was an element of rebellion 
against the often condescending attitudes toward not only Negro performing arts but those of all 

deprived, minority, ‘exotic’ folk (1963: 522).8

Maya Deren

One year before she traveled to Haiti, in 1946, Maya Deren published the essay titled, 
‘An Anagram of Ideas on Art, Form and Film’, which included her remarks on the re-
lationship between art and science. Like Habermas (and Max Weber before him), she 
addressed the limits of disciplinary professionalism: ‘Modern specialization has dis-
couraged the idea of the whole man’ (1946: Appendix 6). She, too, rooted this situ-

8 Into the middle of the 20th century, the term primitive was still widely used within anthropological 
discourses to refer to what might now be more likely to be termed non-industrial. The context with 
which Dunham uses the term clearly indicates a lack of derogatory implications, however inevitable 
they may seem today.
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ation in 17th and 18th century western philosophy, stressing that both art and science 
have evolved as efforts to redefine humankind’s place in a world in which God is no 
longer the center. She has written, for example, that the ‘task of creating forms as dy-
namic as the relationships in natural phenomena, is the central problem of both the 
scientist and the artist’ (Appendix 12). Though her text seems to privilege the ‘natural’ 
sciences, Deren’s work would soon come to explore the problems of representation 
shared by the artist and the social scientist.

Relative to Hurston and Dunham, Deren would even come to make the most ex-
plicit appeal for the merits of the artist practicing ethnography. Perhaps, this may be 
due in part to the fact that her own professional credentials were seemingly less sub-
stantial, as she was the only one of the three who did not major in anthropology at 
the undergraduate or graduate level. (Her BA from Syracuse University was in journal-
ism and political science, and her MA from Smith was in English Literature.) Though 
Deren’s book on Haitian Voudoun arguably conforms most conscientiously to schol-
arly conventions, including copious endnotes and a more comprehensive approach 
to systematizing the material she had gathered, in its introduction, Deren freely ac-
knowledged her lack of formal training in anthropology. Indeed, she never claimed 
to have gone to Haiti as anything other than an artist, though the experience would 
clearly prove to be a transformative one, as I will discuss below.

Deren’s interest in Voudoun seems to have been initially inspired by Dunham, 
to whom Deren served as a secretary for a period of nine months beginning in the 
spring of 1941. Six years later, when Deren received a Guggenheim grant to travel 
to Haiti in 1947, it was to make an art film that would essentially be a kind of visual es-
say on the aesthetics of Voudoun-related dance. Though she remains best known 
for the experimental short film ‘Meshes of the Afternoon’, at least two of her oth-
er previous short films, notably ’A Study in Choreography for Camera and Ritual in 
Transfigured Time’, would already have established her as candidate well qualified for 
the role of dance cinematographer. And indeed she arrived in Haiti with, in her own 
words, ‘a carefully conceived plan for a film in which Haitian dance, as purely a dance 
form, would be combined (in montage principle) with various non-Haitian elements’ 
(1953: 5). These ‘non-Haitian elements’ were to include segments of Balinese ritual and 
dance and various games played by Western children.9

Though indeed she shot 20,000 feet of film toward this end, Deren never complet-
ed the proposed film. What she produced instead, and published in 1953, was a me-
ticulous tome entitled Divine Horsemen: The Living Gods of Haiti, which was preceded 
by a foreword by Joseph Campbell. In her own words, ‘this book was written not be-
cause I had so intended but in spite of my intentions.’ Further elaborating, she has 
claimed:

I had begun as an artist, as one who would manipulate reality into a work of art in the image of 
my creative imagery; I end by recording, as humbly and accurately as I can, the logic of a reality which 
had forced me to recognize its integrity, and to abandon my manipulations (1953: 5–6).

9 Sullivan provides a detailed discussion of Deren’s original design of the project, including her con-
sultations with Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson.
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In other words, she realized the necessity of the relationship between form, con-
tent, and context, and that a process of decontextualizing the forms of the dances 
would render them incoherent. Indeed Deren herself has claimed quite directly that 
she ‘realized that the dance could not be considered independently of the mytholo-
gy’ (7). This most decisively sets her apart from the image of the ‘primitivizing’ mod-
ernist, who stands accused of pillaging the styles of African and Oceanic cultures in 
decontextualizing gestures tantamount to cultural colonialism.

Though she would abandon the project of her ‘art’ film, Deren would neverthe-
less insist that artistic training may in fact be an asset in the practice of ethnography:

 I also discovered that my background as an artist and the initial approach to the culture which 
my film project induced, served to illuminate areas of Voudoun mythology with which the standard 
anthropological procedure had not concerned itself, or if so, from a different position entirely (6–7). 

Her argument to this effect goes on to summarize the importance of subtle vari-
ances of form as providing important cues to understanding the underlying concepts 
motivating such forms, as in, for example, the difference between an apple painted 
by Raphael and one painted by Cézanne. She has claimed that her own sensitivity 
to visual form enabled her to distinguish intuitively between conceptually different 
types of dances, those of rada and those of petro Voudoun:

Indeed, my interpretations of the rituals, based on my immediate experience and without the clues 
(and misguidances) of historical and esoteric research, proved so consistently correct that the Haitians 
began to believe that I had gone through varying degrees of initiation (9).

All three of the artists discussed in this paper have indicated at some point a sen-
sitivity to the problem of gaining acceptance within a culture as an outsider, and as 
Americans in particular. Deren, however, was unlike both Hurston and Dunham in 
that she could claim no shared ancestral ties with Africa, something which Dunham 
in particular has stressed as an asset in her own experience. Somewhat boldly per-
haps, Deren makes an alternate claim to kinship with the Haitian peasants and practi-
tioners of Voudoun, so often the study of American anthropologists and the curiosity 
of American tourists. In her own words:

in a modern industrial culture, the artists constitute, in fact, an ‘ethnic group’, subject to the full ‘native’ 
treatment. We too are exhibited as touristic curiosities on Monday, extolled as culture on Tuesday, de-
nounced as immoral and unsanitary on Wednesday, reinstated for scientific study Thursday, feasted 
for some obscurely stylish reason Friday, forgotten Saturday, revisited as picturesque Sunday (7–8).

She has furthermore added:

My own ordeal as an ‘artist-native’ in an industrial culture made it impossible for me to be guilty of 
similar effronteries toward the Haitian peasants. It is a sad commentary upon the usual visitor to Haiti 
that this discretion seemed, to the Haitians, so unique that they early formed the conviction that I was 
not a foreigner at all, but a prodigal native daughter finally returned … This affinity—resulting from 
a situation peculiar to an artist as citizen of an industrial culture—is a basis of communication which 
is not comprehended in any catalogue of professional field methods (8).
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Deren extended her argument for the efficacy of the artist practicing anthropology  
with a claim to the effect that her own lack of methodological training afforded her 
an open-mindedness somewhat beyond that of the student trained in western an-
thropology. Of course the ‘proof’ of her thesis to the effect that artistic training is an 
adequate substitute for anthropological training is largely anecdotal: it seemed to her 
to be true of her own experience. But her remarks do tantalizingly suggest that there 
is indeed more than one path to knowledge.

Conclusions

In a topic with so many facets, there are inevitably multiple conclusions. One, of course, 
is that the culture of Haitian Voudoun occupied a privileged place in the discourse of 
these artist-ethnographers. Perhaps the boldness of Voudoun’s syncretic processes 
rendered it both politically and artistically inspiring by providing a model of culture 
as open-ended. This may well have resonated with the three artist-ethnographers 
who constructed their own identities in a highly syncretic fashion, piecing together 
‘cultures’ including those of academia, fine art, rural Florida, the Harlem Renaissance, 
Broadway, Port-au-Prince, and rural Haiti. Dunham, for example, an African-American 
woman from the urban Midwest who practiced both dance and anthropology, and 
who designed presentations of Caribbean dance for American audiences has claimed 
that, ‘Acculturation seemed such a natural phenomenon to me’ (in Clark, 1978: 228).

A second conclusion has to do with the importance of this work within the con-
text of the social history of the United States. Christine Obbo, for example, has charac-
terized anthropology as both an ‘international division of labor in which natives pro-
vide data and Westerners analyze it’, and as ‘a radical disciple … the only discipline 
that can competently study the “other” humanity not covered by the Western dis-
courses’ (297). Indeed it is a discipline with the power both to undermine and to reart-
iculate and reinforce power dynamics, perhaps even at the same time. Nevertheless, 
I would like to return to a point made earlier that Hurston, Dunham, and Deren, like 
Boas and Herskovits before them, viewed the work of the anthropologist as political-
ly relevant and even quite urgent. Indeed, the politics of race in the United States in 
the 1930s and 40s—an era in which segregation was legal and lynchings were all too 
common—meant that the stakes in the project of simply taking black cultures seri-
ously were high, higher than those of transgressing the boundaries of academic disci-
plines. Perhaps more so than Boas and Herskovits, Hurston and Dunham in particular 
may have even reached non-academic audiences, but they managed to do so with 
the professional credibility of scholars.

A third conclusion, however, pertains to the issue of interdisciplinary praxis and its implications for the 
study of modernism. James Clifford has described Hurston as a ‘casualty of professionalization’, who 
was ‘marginalized…as too subjective, literary, or folkloric’ (353n16). Recent decades, of course, have 
seen a largely positive reevaluation of her work, beginning with Alice Walker’s symbolic discovery 
of her unmarked grave in 1973. Indeed contemporary scholars have looked more favorably upon her 
ethnographic work as well as her fiction, though these accounts have tended to favor Mules and Men 
and other documents related to her fieldwork in the US (see Herndández and Rony: 203–11).
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The shift in the ability of Hurston’s audiences to appreciate her work as anthropol-
ogy seems to be due in part in the situation well summarized by Simon Ottenberg:

The fact is that cultural relativism has been replaced by textual relativism. We have moved from ideas 
of the relativism of the cultures of the people we study to concepts of the relativity of interpreta-
tion and interpreter. This is possible because we have moved from employing scientific metaphors, 
particularly those relating to organic qualities (organic solidarity, society as a metaphor for a living 
animal) to using humanistic metaphors drawn largely from literature, literary criticism, history, and 
drama (symbols, the text, performance) (156).

Indeed, Ishmael Reed wrote in the preface to the 1990 reissue of Tell My Horse, ‘With 
its mixture of techniques and genres, this book, originally published in 1938, is bound 
to be the postmodernist book of the nineties’ (xv). But why must such work now be 
conceptualized as pre-post-modern? Why can it not rather contribute to an expand-
ed concept of modernism? These practices are against the grain of modernism only if 
we accept narrowly construed definitions of modernism as a decontextualizing pur-
suit of pure form. If we imagine instead a pluralistic modernism—and why wouldn’t 
we?—then we might find Hurston, Dunham, and Deren at the center of a discussion 
of an anthropological modernism, one which might be construed as a fusion of poli-
tics, the arts, and the social sciences.

Ultimately, then, this essay is not a manifesto imploring artists to practice ethnogra-
phy and anthropologists to take up the arts. Rather it is to issue a challenge to rash di-
chotomies pitting the postmodern against the modern, a dichotomy perpetuated in 
part by the unsustainable notion that interdisciplinarity is what makes postmodern-
ism special. Indeed this point is quite eloquently refuted by the evidence of three an-
thropologists, who were on the side a novelist, a dancer, and a filmmaker.

WORKS CITED

—— Achenbrenner, J. 2002. Katherine Dunham: Dancing a Life. Urbana: University of Illinois P.

—— Boas, F. 1932. Anthropology and Modern Life. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2004.

—— Clark, Vèvè 1978. ‘An Amazing Aura: Interview with Katherine Dunham’, in V. Clark and S. Johnson, 
227-31.

—— — (1994) ‘Performing the Memory of Difference in Afro-Caribbean Dance: Katherine Dunham’s 
Choreography, 1938-1987’, in Clark and Johnson, 320-40.

—— Clark, V. and Johnson, S., eds.  2005. Kaiso!: Writings by and about Katherine Dunham. Madison, WI: 
University of Wisconsin P.

—— Clifford, J. 1997. Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP.

—— Cosentino, D., ed.  1995. Sacred Arts of Haitian Vodou. Los Angeles: UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultu-
ral History.

—— Cronin, G.L., ed. 1998. Critical Essays on Zora Neale Hurston. New York: G. K. Hall.

—— Courlander, H. 1938. ‘Witchcraft in the Caribbean Island’, in Cronin, 141-42.  

—— Daniel, Y. 2005. Dancing Wisdom: Embodied Knowledge in Haitian Vodou, Cuban Yoruba, and Bahian 
Candomblé. Urbana: University of Illinois P.

—— Deren, M. 1946. ‘An Anagram of Ideas on Art, Form and Film’, in Nichols, Appendix. 

—— — 1953. Divine Horsemen: The Living Gods of Haiti. New York: Documentext.



82 V o l u m e  4 ,  N u m b e r  2 - 3

Review of International American Studies

m
o

d
er

n
it

y
’s

 m
o

d
er

n
is

m
s

—— Dunham, K. 1941. ‘The Negro Dance,’ in Clark and Johnson, 217-18.

—— — 1941. ‘Thesis Turned Broadway’, in Clark and Johnson, 214-16.

—— — 1941-42. ‘The Dance in the National Youth Administration,’ in Clark and Johnson, 288-91.

—— — 1942. ‘The Anthropological Approach to the Dance’, in Clark and Johnson, 508-13.

—— — 1946. ‘Bal Nègre Program’, in Clark and Johnson, 292-95.

—— — 1947. ‘Caribbean Backgrounds Program’, in Clark and Johnson, 299-301.

—— — 1963. ‘Dunham Technique: Prospectus’, in Clark and Johnson, 522-28.

—— — 1969. Island Possessed. New York: Doubleday.

—— Geertz, C. 1984. Distinguished Lecture to the Institute for Advanced Study (http://www.scribd.
com/doc/2629449/Anti-AntiRelativism-by-Clifford-Geertz).

—— Hernández, G. 1995. Multiple Subjectivites and Strategic Positionality: Zora Neale Hurston’s Expe-
rimental Ethnographies’, in R. Behar and D. Gordon (eds) Women Writing Culture. Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 148-165.

—— Herskovits, M. 1937. Life in a Haitian Valley. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.

—— — 1941. Myth of the Negro Past. Boston, Beacon Press, 1990.

—— Hodson, M. 1978. ‘How She Began Her Beguine: Dunham’s Dance Literacy’, in Clark and Johnson, 
495-501.

—— Hurbon, L. 1995. ‘American Fantasy and Haitian Vodou’, in Cosentino, 181-97.

—— Hurston, Z. N. (1938) Tell My Horse: Voodoo and Life in Haiti and Jamaica. New York: Harper and Row, 
1990.

—— — 1942. Dust Tracks on a Road. New York: Harper Perennial, 1996.

—— Levi-Strauss, C. 1957. Foreword to K. Dunham Dances of Haiti. Los Angeles: Center for Afro-Ameri-
can Studies, University of California at Los Angeles, 1983.

—— Lewis, H. S. 2001. ‘The Passion of Franz Boas’, in Boas, 247-333.

—— Marcus, G. E. and Fischer, M. M. J. (1986) Anthropology as Cultural Critique: An Experimental Moment 
in the Human Sciences. Chicago: University of Chicago P.

—— Nichols, B., ed.  2001. Maya Deren and the American Avant-Garde. Berkeley: University of California P.

—— Obbo, C. 1990. ‘Adventures with Fieldnotes’, in Sanjek (ed), 290-302.

—— Ottenberg, S. 1990. ‘Thirty Years of Fieldnotes: Changing Relationships to the Text’, in Sanjek, ed. 
139-160.

—— Reed, I. 1990. Foreword to Z. N. Hurston Tell My Horse.

—— Tobing Rony, F. T. 1996. The Third Eye: Race, Cinema, and Ethnographic Spectacle. Durham: Duke UP.

—— Rose, A. 1990. ‘Dunham Technique: Barre Work and Center Progressions’, in Clark and Johnson, 
488-94.

—— Sanjek, R. 1990. Fieldnotes: The Makings of Anthropology. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP.

—— Seabrook, W. 1929. The Magic Island. New York: Paragon House, 1989.

—— Sullivan, M. 2001. ‘Maya Deren’s Ethnographic Representation of Ritual and Myth in Haiti’, in Ni-
chols, 207-34.

—— Waddington, P. 1948. ‘Katherine Dunham Raises Primitive Dance Art to New Heights of Sophisti-
cation’, in Clark and Johnson, 302-05.

—— Woodson, C. G. 1939. Review of Z. N. Hurston Tell My Horse, in Cronin, 145-46.



F a l l / W i n t e r  2 0 0 9 - 2 0 1 0 83

Notes on Contributors

N
OTES


 

o
n

 C
O

N
TRI

B
UTORS






TOC  ›

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS
Laura Doyle teaches at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. She is the author 
of Bordering on the Body: The Racial Matrix of Modern Fiction and Culture (Oxford 1994, 
recipient of the Narrative Society’s Perkins Prize), Freedom’s Empire: Race and the Rise of 
the Novel in Atlantic Modernity, 1640-1940 (Duke, 2008), and co-editor of Geomodernisms: 
Race, Modernism, Modernity (Indiana UP, 2005).

Margaret Mills Harper is Professor of English and Women’s Studies at Georgia State 
University. She is the author of The Aristocracy of Art (1990), an examination of the 
mixed rhetoric of class and aesthetics in the autobiographical fictions of James Joyce 
and Thomas Wolfe, Wisdom of Two (2006), the first study of the occult collaboration 
between W. B. Yeats and his wife George Hyde Lees, and numerous articles. She has 
co-edited two volumes in the four-volume series Yeats’s “Vision” Papers and Yeats’s A 
Vision (1925); an edition of A Vision (1937) is in preparation.

Tace Hedrick is Associate Professor of English and Women’s Studies at the Universi-
ty of Florida. She is the author of Mestizo Modernisms: Race, Nation, and Identity in Lat-
in American Culture, 1900–1940 (Rutgers Press, 2003), which examines the discourses of 
mestizaje, modernity, and nationalism in the work of several early 20th century Latin 
American modernist artists. Dr. Hedrick’s next book, tentatively entitled Queering the 
Cosmic Race: Spirituality, Race, and Sexuality in US Latina(o) Artists and Writers, 1970–2000, 
studies four US Latina(o) artists and writers within a transnational intellectual and ar-
tistic history of people of color of the Americas who have, from the early 20th centu-
ry, investigated alternatives to Western as a way of reformulating existing social ideas 
about race, gender, and sexuality. She has published numerous articles in journals 
such as Aztlán: A Journal of Chicano Studies, The Translator, Latin American Literary 
Review, and The Luso-Brazilian Review.

Cyraina Johnson-Roullier is Associate Professor of English at the University of Notre 
Dame, where she teaches modern literature and literature of the Americas. She is the 
author of Reading on the Edge: Exiles, Modernities and Cultural Transformation in Proust, 
Joyce and Baldwin (SUNY, 2000), a work that rewrites the boundaries of modern dis-
course through a reading of modernist intertextuality in Proust, Joyce and Baldwin. 
She is currently working on her second book, tentatively entitled Invisible Women: 
Gender, Modernity and the Representation of Race, a study exploring race, gender and 
modernity in American and black diasporic literature from the late 19th to the mid-20th 

century. She has published essays on modernism, literary and feminist theory and 
hemispheric studies.



84 V o l u m e  4 ,  N u m b e r  2 - 3

Review of International American Studies

m
o

d
er

n
it

y
’s

 m
o

d
er

n
is

m
s

Giorgio Mariani teaches American Literature at the ‘Sapeinza’ University of Rome 
and is Vice-President of the International American Studies Association. He co-edited 
the volume Emerson at 200 (Rome 2004) and is currently completing a book on rep-
resentations of peace and war in American literature.

Jeremy Paden is currently working on a book manuscript, Divine Politics: A Poetics of 
Power in 17th Century New Spain, in which he examines the intersection of poetry and 
politics in 17th century Novohispanic religious occasional verse. His essay, ‘The Iguana 
and the Barrel of Mud: Memory, Natural History, and Hermeneutics in Oviedo’s Suma-
rio de la natural historia de las Indias’ appeared in Colonial Latin American Review and 
another, ‘Hunger’s Brides: Obra, vida e imagen de sor Juana’ appeared in cuadernos 
de música, artes visualse, y artes escénicas. 

Sonita Sarker is Professor of English and Women’s, Gender and Sexuality Studies at 
Macalester College has published on modernist figures such as Virginia Woolf, Rokeya 
Sakhawat Hossain, Cornelia Sorabji, and Walter Benjamin. She is currently writing a 
transnational comparative study of modernist women intellectuals from India, Italy, 
England, Argentina, and the United States, and preparing a reprint edition of Cornelia 
Sorabji’s India Recalled (1936).

Kirsten Strom is Associate Professor of Art History at Grand Valley State University in 
Michigan. Her research interests include Surrealism, postmodern theory, ‘Dance An-
thropology,’ and other topics blurring the boundaries between academic disciplines.  
She has published in several journals including The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Crit-
icism, Design Issues, and Papers of Surrealism.

Steven G. Yao is Associate Professor of English at Hamilton College. He is the author of 
Translation and the Languages of Modernism: Gender, Politics, Language (Palgrave 2002). 
He is completing a book-length study of Chinese American poetry entitled, Foreign 
Accents: Chinese American Verse and the Counter-Poetics of Difference in the US, 1910-Pres-
ent, and is the co-editor (with Eric Hayot and Haun Saussy) of Sinographies: Writing Chi-
na (Minnesota 2008), which seeks to offer a new critical model for understanding Chi-
na and the role it plays in Western literary and political life.
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Kirsten Strom 

Reinventing Art and Ethnography in Haiti: Dunham, Deren, and Hurston

While ‘modernism’ has been theorized by some as an age based on the Enlighten-
ment pursuit of the purity of isolated disciplines (with post-modernism framed con-
versely as a corrective era of interdisciplinarity), this essay considers the work of three 
figures practicing decisively interdisciplinary research in the very heyday of the mod-
ern era. Indeed Zora Neale Hurston, Katherine Dunham, and Maya Deren, each of 
whom traveled to Haiti in the decade between 1935 and 1945, all practiced both the 
fine arts and the social sciences, very frequently at the very same time.  
Before treating the three figures individually, however, the essay briefly discusses 
the question of Haiti’s significance, framing it within the context of the progressive-
ly intended anthropological discourses of the era. Indeed, both Franz Boas, Hurston’s 
mentor at Columbia, and Melville Herskovits, one of Dunham’s advisors, practiced 
a relativist anthropology with the specifically declared intent of generating a great-
er respect and understanding of cultures widely dismissed as ‘primitive’ by the white, 
Western mainstream. The religion of Haitian Voudoun, in particular, had been widely 
stereotyped throughout the US as an irrational and violent cult based on witch doc-
tors and zombies. As if in response, Hurston, Dunham, and Deren each conducted 
participant-observer research in Haiti which inspired both anthropological texts and 
works of art in the media of fiction, dance, and film respectively.
Zora Neale Hurston’s time in Haiti yielded the text Tell My Horse: Voodoo and Life 
in Haiti and Jamaica, which effectively fused the genres of ethnographic reportage 
and autobiography, while delivering the text in a distinctively literary narrative voice. 
While several recent scholars have commented on the hybridized nature of her ‘eth-
nographic’ work, they have tended to privilege her work with rural African-Americans, 
leaving Tell My Horse in need of additional consideration, which this essay begins to 
provide.
Katherine Dunham journeyed to Haiti in 1938 with a calling card marked, ‘Dance and 
Anthropology’. Her completed Master’s Thesis, ‘Dances of Haiti’ was later hailed by 
Claude Levi-Straus specifically for the uniqueness of Dunham’s interdisciplinary cre-
dentials. Indeed, as Dunham herself has claimed, ‘I explained that I was there to learn 
dances because I like to dance; to a people for whom dancing was an integral, vital  
expression of daily living this explanation seemed natural enough’. Thus she estab-
lished her own credibility as a transparently interested person who liked to dance, 
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rather than as a peculiarly detached and culturally parasitic scientist, studying humans 
as one might study insects.  Her ensuing career was to include decades of choreog-
raphy inspired by Haitian and other Caribbean dances in both ‘high art’ and popular 
venues.

Filmmaker Maya Deren traveled to Haiti on a Guggenheim grant, intending to pro-
duce an ‘art film’, that would be a document of the visual forms of Haitian dance. 
Somewhat to her own surprise, the ultimate product of her time there was the now 
classic text Divine Horsemen: Voodoo Gods of Haiti, an effort perhaps somewhat 
more ‘anthropological’ than ‘artistic’. What Deren had concluded was that the forms 
of Haitian popular dance could not be severed from their context. Therefore, she, like 
Dunham and Hurston, provides an alternative to ‘primitivist’ models which evacuated 
non-European forms of their content and cultural context in order to reinvent them 
as aesthetic modernism.  

The essay’s conclusion suggests that the work of these three artist-ethnographers 
indeed warrants a broadened concept of modernism, one which more fully acknowl-
edges the intellectual diversity and interdisciplinarity of those who had already fully 
recognized the social and political implications of arts and culture.

Tace Hedrick 

Of Indians and Modernity in Gloria Anzaldúa’s  
Borderlands/La frontera: The New Mestiza

In this essay, I suggest that the work of Chicana lesbian feminist writer Gloria Anzaldúa, 
especially in her 1987 Borderlands/La frontera: The New Mestiza, belongs to a long-stand-
ing history of Latin American as well as United States conversations about race, sexu-
ality, and modernity. Her late 20th century Chicana lesbian-feminist viewpoint is often 
read as the antithesis of a modernist viewpoint, and indeed it provides a lens through 
which modernist ideas are refracted. Yet her appeals to the fusion of (racial) opposites 
and her romanticizing of ‘the Indian woman in us’ find some of their most basic lan-
guage and imagery in longstanding 20th century Mexican discourses of mestizaje (in-
digenous and white Hispanic race-mixing)and indigenismo (romanticized readings of 
indigenous oppression). In fact Anzaldúa’s invocation, in Borderlands, of the Mexican 
politician and thinker José Vasconcelos’ 1926 La raza cósmica (The Cosmic Race) alerts 
us to the place of her work in the history of modernism in the Americas. 

Thus I argue that the conceptual scaffolding for Borderlands inherited some key 
modernist assumptions from early 20th century Mexican thought, when discourses 
of mestizaje and indigenismo were employed in building a modern future on an an-
cient indigenous past. Such a project was modernist in that it assumed fundamental 
differences between ‘modern’ and ‘indigenous’ people: modern people were rational, 
scientific, light-skinned, and future-oriented, while indigenous peoples were primitive, 
dark, timeless, and more naturally spiritual. Tracing Anzaldúa’s connection specifically 
to Mexican modernism resituates her work within a transnational genealogy of ideas 
about race, sexuality, and race-mixing, from the early decades of the 20th century in 
Mexico to the later decades of Chicano civil rights movements in the United States, 
and to the publication of Borderlands itself. 
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Giorgio Mariani 

‘Safety is in our speed’: Reading Bauman Reading Emerson

Taking the lead from John Tomlinson’s call to think of modernization and globaliza-
tion not only in terms of ‘metaphors of territory and borders, of flows and the regula-
tion of flows’, but also as ‘shifts in the texture of the modernity’, the essay offers a ten-
tative exploration of how mechanical velocity and acceleration have contributed to 
the reshaping of the American cultural imagination. The essay focuses in particular on 
a few passages from Ralph Waldo Emerson, read through the lenses of Zygmunt Bau-
man’s Liquid Modernity, and argues that the former’s response to speed is not only 
ambivalent, but for the most part paradoxical. Speed is certainly a feature ‘of a gen-
eralized global modernity’ and therefore, as Tomlinson argues, it makes little sense to 
think of it ‘as the original property of any one national culture’. On the other hand, the 
essay insists that global traits of modernity may be differently perceived and culturally 
constructed within specific geo-cultural spaces.  Emerson, for example, tried to come 
to terms with mechanical velocity by imagining that abundance of ‘free’ spaces could 
attenuate the more disruptive consequences of velocity, a notion inherited by some 
of the more visionary US counter-culture of the Sixties and Seventies.

Cyraina Johnson-Roullier 

‘Blackness’, Modernity, and the Ideology of Visibility in the Harlem Renaissance

This essay examines the relationship between race and modernity through a critique 
of interracialism in the Harlem Renaissance. The essay argues that the exploration of 
interracialism put forward by George Hutchinson in his groundbreaking study The 
Harlem Renaissance in Black and White (Harvard, 1995) cannot adequately interro-
gate the modern significance of white and black participation in the Harlem Renais-
sance, because the notion of interracialism on which it is grounded holds at its core 
an uncritiqued and uncontested understanding of ‘race’ that subtly and simultane-
ously reinforces a binary logic existing between conventional notions of ‘white’ and 
‘black’.  The new vision of the Harlem Renaissance suggested by analysis of its under-
lying interracialism can only become fully possible in modern terms to the extent that 
this conventional binary, white/black, is also pulled apart to expose the cultural signif-
icance of the opposition between the two terms, through which the hidden nexus  
by which they are joined comes violently to the fore. Thus, in order to construct new 
(racial) boundaries between modernism and the Harlem Renaissance, the examina-
tion of interracialism in the Harlem Renaissance is not enough to effect a radical and 
transformative change in the way in which either movement is perceived.  This is be-
cause it leaves the essential dichotomy between ‘white’ and ‘black’ - by which the 
two movements are covertly described - in place, rather than seeking to understand 
what may lie beneath this received discursive, often material and visual reality.  Leav-
ing this hidden dichotomy unexplored and uncritiqued will necessarily obscure the 
compelling new insights that the examination of these unexplored depths may bring 
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to an understanding of one or the other of modernism or the Harlem Renaissance, or 
both. This study is derived from a larger project that investigates the role of gender in 
unraveling the complicated relation between race and modernity in the Harlem Re-
naissance.

Sonita Sarker 

Modern America: Gwendolyn Bennett and Victoria Ocampo  
Capture the Continents

This project presents the ways in which early 20th century national and continental 
consciousnesses, both of which contain universalizing tendencies, become key points 
in the identity making of ‘Americans.’ It juxtaposes Gwendolyn Bennett, the Harlem 
Renaissance writer of the Ebony Flute series with Argentinean Victoria Ocampo, the 
editor of the literary magazine Sur. This comparative analysis of ‘minor’ and ‘major’ 
women intellectuals argues that a kind of ‘American Literature‘ emerges through par-
ticular formations of specific racialized and gendered identities creating, and created 
by, the politico-economic battle between modernist capitalism and socialism. The 
project is part of a larger work—including Virginia Woolf (England), Grazia Deledda 
(Italy), and Cornelia Sorabji (India)—that maps how the making of racialized and gen-
dered ‘natives’ in the frames of political philosophies produces types of literature that 
are conflicted in terms of local and global aspirations. This synchronic study also has 
a diachronic dimension in that it traces the legacies of identity, nation, and literature 
for our own modernities.

Margaret Mills Harper 

‘I wind my veil about this ancient stone’: Yeats’s Cuchulain and Modernity

Analyses of Irish modernity require attention to diaspora, and global emigration from 
Ireland, totaling some seventy million people, is often figured in hemispheric terms. 
In particular, a transatlantic paradigm is relevant: there are many more Irish Americans, 
including Irish Canadians and emigrant communities in Latin America, than there are 
people living in Ireland. America was a fabled land of opportunity but also a Solo-
monic choice. Daughters and sons who emigrated were both lost, in that they did 
not return, and saved, from inhospitable conditions ranging from penury to famine. 
The imagined relation between Ireland and America expresses this profound relation. 
America appears in direct and indirect form in a number of cultural productions that 
speak of the instabilities and attractions of this hemispheric relation. The figure of Cu-
chulain, a character in medieval sagas that was recycled in 19th century popular cul-
ture and reinterpreted by the poet and dramatist W. B. Yeats, interestingly demon-
strates the ambivalencies of a gaze across the Atlantic. Yeats used Cuchulain as part of 
a project to create a usable past for Ireland, turning figures such as the sacrificial soldier 
and the lone adventurer from imperial discourse against the very empire that birthed 
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them. At the same time, Cuchulain, who appears in a sequence of Yeats’s plays and 
several poems, is British modernist in style, appearing by means of costumes, set de-
sign, and dance that are shot through with British and European modernist modes. 
But Cuchulain is a multiply overdetermined sign, deeply gendered and racialized, an 
embodiment of anxious masculinity undone in the face of feminized otherness and a 
subject that is, we might say, islanded, indefinite, with the promise of completion just 
over the water. This hero must fight the waves in one play and die in another at the 
hands of the weakest of male foes, tied by an old lover’s veils to an ‘ancient stone.’ Fi-
nally, Cuchulain disappears into what Yeats would call a phantasmagoria, a revery, that 
relocates him in a space of water and the vaguely articulated lands beyond it and a 
no-time that is that of change itself. Cuchulain signifies the need to invent Irishness, of 
the complex crossings that this project entails, of its inevitable failures in a post-inde-
pendence Ireland and a transatlantic-focused Europe, and of its end in the relentless 
economies of diaspora, as the hero dies at the hands of a blind beggar.

Steven Yao 

A Rim with a View: Modernist Studies and the Pacific Rim

This essay outlines an agenda for the study of modernist cultural production that fo-
cuses on the dynamics of movement and transformation within the context of a par-
ticular geographical formation, namely the ‘Pacific Rim.’ In such an approach, I argue, 
the rigors and opportunities of an expressly transnational comparative methodolo-
gy take center stage. The conscientious development of a ‘view from the Rim’ entails 
more than simply acknowledging the fact of geography. Rather, it involves a dedicat-
ed attention to tracing the manifold historical and material relations among groups 
within the area and beyond along a number of different vectors, as well as attend-
ing to how these relations at once occasion and condition cultural production. For 
literary concerns in particular, such vectors include, but are by no means limited to, 
the particularities of language and various dimensions of power such as asymmet-
rical economic arrangements underwritten by military and political domination ex-
pressed through a variety of channels. In advancing this set of concerns, I also suggest 
that Modernist Studies in general can enrich its approach to both the decidedly inter-
national cultural scope and subsequent global spread of Modernism by entering into 
an engagement not only with Area Studies, but also with more recently emergent (as 
well as non-historically defined) fields such as Ethnic Studies.

Laura Doyle 

The Riptide Currents of Transnationalism

This paper suggests that it may be useful to think in terms of three interacting streams 
of transnationalism in modernity, especially as they shed light on modernist practic-
es:  imperialist transnationalism, regional transnationalism (including the hemispher-
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ic), and activist or diasporic transnationalism. My comments are provisional, a thought 
experiment prompted mainly by the reading of everyone’s papers. The intention is to 
give us a way to understand some of the relations among our very diverse materials. 

I am not aiming to offer a taxonomy of transnationalism or of our papers. Instead I 
conceive of something more dialectical. I propose that these three streams of trans-
nationalism unfold together historically and they interact. Over time, into the present, 
they continuously constitute, strain, redirect or, in pockets, break up each other. In the 
end I ask two questions: 1) how might these transnational actors deliberately or sim-
ply by their presence break up, or redirect, or create aporias within the imperialist and 
regional forms of transnationalism—and vice versa?  And 2) how might (geo)modern-
isms arise out of these interactions?
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