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Chapter 1


Buster Keaton marooned


At the beginning of the final third of The Navigator (Donald Crisp and Buster Keaton, USA, 1924), Rollo Treadway (Keaton) dons a deep-sea diving suit in order to head underwater to free the titular ship from having run aground on a shoal off the coast of a small Pacific island. As he sets up a men-at-work sign in order to demarcate his submarine workspace, a lobster begins to claw at Rollo’s heals. Rollo picks up the lobster and uses one of its pincers to cut a wire. Instants later, a swordfish prods Rollo in the buttocks, prompting him to wrestle with it, before then using this first swordfish as (of course!) a sword in order to fight with a second swordfish that has duly arrived to pester him. Defeated, the second swordfish swims vertically away from Rollo, at which point the film cuts to the surface, where we see dark-skinned native islanders abducting Betsy O’Brien (Kathryn McGuire) from the Navigator, and taking her ashore.


During Betsy’s abduction, Rollo’s air supply is cut off as the oxygen pipes fall limp from the pump that channels air to him. Indeed, when the film cuts back to beneath the Navigator we see Rollo inspecting the now-loose pipes and struggling to breathe, before he starts to walk to shore. It is at this point that the hero encounters an octopus. We first see the creature in a separate shot, clearly filmed against a glass pane, since the octopus crawls along its surface, suckers in full visibility. Then we see Rollo, airpipes adrift in the water, heading towards a rock, out from the base of which we see protruding an octopus leg. The leg grabs Rollo and pulls him toward the far side of the rock, squirting a jet of ink into his face for good measure. The ink continues to emerge from the rock, behind which Rollo and the octopus have now both disappeared. We briefly see the top of Rollo’s helmet sticking out above the rock, before a new shot shows him emerging from behind the rock with a knife in his hand. The ink was clearly accompanied latterly by the blood of the octopus, which Rollo has killed with his blade.


Rollo then emerges on to the shoreline of the island, with his strange appearance in the deep sea diving suit initially scaring away the islanders, which allows Rollo to rescue Betsy. Buoyed by air in his diving suit, she then uses him as a raft to swim back to the Navigator, but now pursued by the islanders, who have realised that Rollo is just a human. Once aboard the Navigator, Rollo hangs upside down from one of the ship’s ladders/stairways in order to empty his diving suit of water and to liberate himself from it – a moment to which we shall return – before then staving off the islanders through various ploys, including at one point the firing of a mini-cannon into the chest and face of a native, who falls into the ocean, presumably to his death. The ship overrun by indigenes, Rollo and Betsy flee to one of the canoes that the natives have used to approach the ship, only for said canoe to sink. On the point of drowning, however, Rollo and Betsy are saved by a submarine – and their union is allowed to proceed with nary a hitch (except for Rollo knocking into the sub’s steering shaft, which causes it to do a 360° loop). The end.


I start with an extensive description of the final 20 minutes of Keaton’s film because there is much that it (along with aspects of the rest of the film) contains for us to pick apart as we evaluate the whiteness of the Anthropocene, and as we use Keaton’s esteemed masterpiece, which he reckoned to be his best work (see Meade 1997: 151), in order to navigate from the White Anthropocene to the Black, or perhaps better the Maroon, Chthulucene. Indeed, while the shoal in Keaton’s film presents to Rollo an obstacle that he more or less overcomes, in that the Navigator runs aground there, an event that in turn leads to his confrontation with the black(ened) natives, I hope in this text to draw extensively upon that sequence from the film in order to make of it an unsettling ‘shoal’ in the sense described by Tiffany Lethabo King. That is, as King explains, ‘[a]s a geological and oceanic formation, shoals force one to pause before proceeding’ (King 2019: 2). But more than this, to encounter specifically a black shoal, as Rollo/Keaton does following the arrival of the black(ened) natives, involves


a moment of friction and the production of a new topography… The shoal, like Black thought, is a place where momentum and velocity as normal vectors are impeded. It is the place where an adjustment needs to be made. As an in-between, ecotonal, unexpected, and shifting space, the shoal requires new footing, different chords of embodied rhythms, and new conceptual tools to navigate its terrain. (King 2019: 4)


And so, if in The Navigator the shoal provides, as we shall see, an opportunity for Rollo/Keaton to prove himself and to win the girl (that is, it allows Keaton to fall back into, perhaps even to justify, the old conceptual tools of antiblackness, anti-Indigeneity and heteronormative patriarchal masculinity), in this book I aim nonetheless, against the tide of Keaton’s film, to engage with and to expand upon precisely such a set of new conceptual tools. In this way, the shoal that is this book, if not exactly the shoal in Keaton’s film, ‘functions as a spatial allegory for the moving and shifting space of the human. Rather than a place of safety, the shoreline is an unstable ecozone and nervous landscape where boundaries between the human and Black and Indigenous bodies continually shift’ (King 2019: 78). And through this allegory, we shall navigate, as per our title, from the White Anthropocene to the Black Chthulucene in order to unsettle the interlinked processes of racialisation and colonisation alike. In its coalition of Blackness and Indigeneity (or what, after Glen Sean Coulthard, Frank B. Wilderson III and others, we might call Redness; see Wilderson 2010; Coulthard 2014), this (Auto)Chthulucene might be more clearly coloured maroon, in that black + red = maroon, a term that also connotes, of course, the antihegemonic practice of marronage, as we shall discuss in due course.


In this way, Navigating from the White Anthropocene to the Black Chthulucene hopes to be what Caribbean poet and historian Edward Kamau Brathwaite would term a tidalectic work (see Brathwaite 1999: 44), displacing old concepts from the dry and increasingly barren land of possessive white thought, and replacing them with new thoughts that arise, resurge, emerge and renew by being not solely aquatic as opposed to terrestrial, but aquatic and terrestrial, or what Elizabeth DeLoughrey, both alone and in collaboration with Tatiana Flores, calls ‘terraquous’ (DeLoughrey 2019: 29; DeLoughrey and Flores 2020: 141), as well as perhaps being extraterrestrial. Put differently, Navigating from the White Anthropocene to the Black Chthulucene draws heavily on the tools provided by critical race theory, black studies, queer theory, trans* theory and indigenous theory in order to rewrite our understanding of a canonical, white Western cinematic text, namely Keaton’s Navigator. In the process, we hopefully will create waves that will crash into and erode the whiteness of so much cinema, as well as the studies thereof, and which will surge forward in offering a decolonised and decolonising approach not just to this film, but to film and media more generally.


With regard to the book’s title, the meaning of the Anthropocene should to numerous readers by now be clear, in that it demarcates an epoch in which ‘Homo sapiens have cast the planet out of the temperate norms of the Holocene that were so congenial to human evolution…Humanity…is acting on the planet like a force of nature, a nature that seems to be turning against organic life, as it has been known to us’ (Fay 2018: 2). The Chthulucene, meanwhile, perhaps needs some explaining, in that few theorists use the term beyond Donna J. Haraway, who coined it, and because it is one of a rift of competing, alternative, or perhaps better complementary terms, such as capitalocene and plantationocene, that attempt to describe our present epoch (see Haraway 2015). However, where capitalocene and plantationocene are terms that attempt to explain how the Anthropocene is not so much a period in which man has caused great destruction to the planet, but rather a period in which (white) capitalist man, not least through pernicious institutions like slavery (and thus plantations), has caused great destruction to the planet, the Chthulucene attempts to envisage what comes next. That is, capitalocene, plantationocene and other ‘altercenes’ (Yusoff 2018) revise/refine our understanding of the Anthropocene, whereas the Chthulucene is Haraway’s name for an era when ‘human beings are not the only important actors… with all other beings able simply to react. The order is reknitted: human beings are with and of the earth, and the biotic and abiotic powers of this earth are the main story’ (Haraway 2016: 55). In other words, the Chthulucene sees humanity depart from its predominant (terrestrial) position on the planet, and instead of putting itself first, it attempts to live in harmony (or to make kin) with its others, including its aquatic others, and perhaps even evolving through a symbiogenetic process into new beings or becomings, in which the human as such no longer even exists (if it ever did).


As intimated above, and as we shall explore later in more detail, the Anthropocene is defined not just by capitalist man, but also by whiteness, while the Chthulucene, in a reading of the term that takes us away from Haraway, can be defined as both black (or at the very least as non-white), indigenous, as well as queer, as we shall see in due course. What is more, as we draw upon indigenous theory as it intersects with black and queer theories, we shall also propose that the era to come might not just be the Chthulucene, but also the Autochthulucene, in that the autochthonic is working in conjunction with the other non-normative and anti-hegemonic forces that we can sense in Keaton’s film, even as the latter attempts to suppress them.


And so while The Navigator is overtly problematic (or just plain racist) in its treatment of primitive natives who are seen here as coveting the white woman, especially via close-ups of otherwise undifferentiated and curiously black (as opposed to brown, or red) bodies that leer at her with desire, Keaton’s film nonetheless stages many of the issues that highlight both the whiteness of the Anthropocene and the Blackness + Redness = Maroonness of the (Auto)Chthulucene to come – including in its deployment of tropes as seemingly unremarkable as the octopus, ink and blood, the sea, the ship, the canoe, the shoal, marriage and the submarine. In the process of establishing how these tropes in fact convey meanings that are far from contingent, we shall also be able to highlight the whiteness of various scholars and thinkers who have engaged with Keaton’s film, as well as with cinema more generally, including Henri Bergson, Gilles Deleuze and Jennifer Fay. In order to advance such an argument, though, let us first focus on various of the details from the above-described sequence.









Chapter 2


Killing an octopus


Rollo’s killing of the octopus is one of two mediated acts of violence committed by the hero in The Navigator – with the second being the killing of the native with the cannon. In this way, the octopus is marked as ‘other’, in that it cannot be assimilated into Rollo/Keaton’s worldview. Compare, for example, his killing of the octopus to how Rollo uses the lobster as a wire-cutter and the swordfish as a sword; these latter two species clearly are mapped, to humorous effect, on to the human world by being treated like tools – and in this respect both the lobster and the swordfish are anthropomorphised. While Keaton has ‘a remarkable ability to convert all objects into tools to secure ends’ (Trahair 2002: 586), however, such a mapping of the octopus on to the human world does not seem possible.


The reasons for Rollo/Keaton’s inability to make a tool-based gag out of the octopus could be numerous, but there is one in particular that I should like to emphasise – and that is the traditional understanding of the octopus as not just a kind of alien, but, indeed, as an intelligent alien. This is an idea that surfaces repeatedly in cephalopod literature, with Peter Godfrey-Smith being perhaps the most prominent in recent times to suggest that


cephalopods are an independent experiment in the evolution of large brains and complex behavior. If we can make contact with cephalopods as sentient beings, it is not because of a shared history, not because of kinship, but because evolution built minds twice over. This is probably the closest we will come to meeting an intelligent alien. (Godfrey-Smith 2016: 9)


That is, humans and cephalopods are not ‘distant cousins’, as we might say of humans and apes. Rather, our most common ancestor is, Godfrey-Smith suggests, likely a sort of worm, after which point humans and cephalopods, perhaps especially octopuses, squids and cuttlefish, independently developed eyes and brains. Setting aside speculative proposals that various cephalopods are literally aliens, in the everyday sense of coming from another planet (see Steele et al 2018), this lends to them an inhuman otherness that makes them hard to understand, and perhaps even fearful. Indeed, countless tales both literary and audiovisual describe octopuses and other tentacular creatures as fearsome threats to humanity, with one of the most (in) famous being H.P. Lovecraft’s Cthulhu, to whom I shall revert shortly. The aim is not to offer a detailed analysis as to why the octopus is scary, even as it is slimy, boneless and thus what Georges Bataille might term informe (Bataille 1986: 31). Rather, having ascertained that it is alien, the aim is to suggest that the octopus is not and cannot be mapped on to an anthropocentric conception of the world because it also is understood as intelligent. That is, where other animals are rendered by Rollo as tools for human use, the octopus is not; and its intelligence makes it not just scary, but incomprehensible or unmappable (for the human it is not a ‘living wire-cutter’ or a ‘living sword’). In its utter alienness and unmappability, the octopus becomes a creature with which we cannot identify.


‘Identify’ is a term I use in reference to Eva Hayward, who in her treatment of the invertebrate jellyfish suggests the following:


The trouble with identification, it seems to me, is that it is a misalignment of empathy with the possibility of familiarity. Jellies are radically different from us, though not without shared histories or consequences. Identification relies on extending empathy across similarity to dissimilarity, providing the identifying human with the authority of encounter. As such, the organism can only receive benefits of empathy if we can identify with it. This might work well for charismatic mega-fauna – dogs, horses, cats, dolphins – that we can map our bodies onto, but for organisms like jellies or coral or octopuses, the overwhelming bodily differences make identification a politics of erasure rather than empathy. (Hayward 2012: 177)


Put simply, then, the octopus, like the jellyfish and the coral, is simply too different for us to understand, and thus too different for us to identify with. Being so different, it would seem that Rollo/Keaton is happy momentarily to forego the comedy and simply to murder the beast, even if offscreen in that Rollo and the octopus are behind a rock.


Now, if Keaton’s conception of animal otherness as presented in The Navigator amounts to his being able to identify animals only when they can be used as tools, then we might critique his powers of identification as such; Rollo (if not Keaton) does not identify with the other at all, instead acknowledging them only as they are either useful (the lobster) or something with which he can play in a faux-useful fashion (the swordfish). That is, Rollo can only understand tools or others reduced to tools, rather than allowing those others to exist on their own terms. When an unassimilable creature arises, here the octopus, then Rollo must destroy it.


Rollo’s murder of the octopus might in some senses constitute a humourless moment in Keaton and Crisp’s film – depending on one’s conception of humour, to which we shall also revert. Nonetheless, Keaton and Crisp decided specifically to keep this non-gag moment within the film, even though it does not necessarily advance the plot in any way, and even though he filmed interactions with other animals before discarding them from the movie. Indeed, as Imogen Sara Smith has written in her production history/analysis of the film, Keaton had in fact shot a gag in which Rollo stuck a starfish to his chest and then pretended to ‘direct’ traffic/the flow of fish, as if the use of the starfish – also as a tool – had made of Rollo a sheriff. According to Smith, the gag was discarded due to a limp (invertebrate?) response from test audiences, even as Keaton had had hundreds of model fish created for the scene – which was shot under difficult circumstances at the bottom of Lake Tahoe (see Smith 2008: 124). The point to make, then, is that the killing of the octopus made the final cut of the film over another gag involving starfish and fish.


We shall return later to the discarded starfish, especially in light of how that same critter features in the work of Hayward. However, for the time being, it seems clear that Keaton/Crisp specifically kept the cephalocide in The Navigator, even as it serves no obvious comic or narrative purpose – and that they preferred to keep this moment over another moment featuring a gag. As a result, it becomes hard not to seek to read the moment for meaning, be that intentional or otherwise. For, the killing of the octopus suggests a destruction of the animal that is also always already taking place, at least metaphorically, when Rollo uses the other animals as tools (which, by virtue of being recognised only as tools, are not recognised as animals). If you will, when Keaton treats the other animals as gags, he ‘gags’ them in the sense of silencing their animal otherness (they are not animals, but tools); when confronted with the octopus, meanwhile, he cannot gag it, and so kills it – notably offscreen/ behind the rock, since rendering it invisible as well as dead is about as ‘funny’ a joke as he can make of it.


Likewise with the black natives. For, it is telling that the octopus reels in Rollo at precisely the moment when the natives abduct Betsy, since this suggests a parallel between the natives and the octopus, as is perhaps most clear when later it is a native who is the victim of the film’s second moment of explicit violence, namely the cannon exploding in their face/chest. In enacting flippant violence on the octopus and the black native alike, the two share kinship not simply as being on the receiving end of cruel humour, but also as being annihilated necessarily for the structural existence of the world from which they are otherwise excluded, namely the patriarchal world of the white heterosexual couple – a world from which their sacrificial exclusion is made clear by the fact that the octopus’ death is not (especially?) funny (they are not even assimilated in ‘gag’ form; they are just killed, with the filmmakers even rejecting other gag opportunities – the starfish – in order to keep this murder in the film).









Chapter 3


Cthulhu rises in the 1920s


In her consideration of octopuses, Katherine Harmon Courage explains in consecutive sentences that:


[a]ccording to Hawaiian mythology, the octopus is the only living holdover from the world’s previous incarnations. Per local Gilbert Islands legend, the octopus god Na Kika is responsible for having pushed the islands up from the bottom of the sea. The strange octopus-dragon-human beast Cthulhu, created by writer H.P. Lovecraft, has appeared in popular culture for nearly a century. (Courage 2013: 2)


In other words, Courage creates a link immediately between indigenous Pacific islanders, octopuses and Lovecraft’s Cthulhu, a link that also seems to be suggested in Keaton and Crisp’s film, which further adds Blackness to the mix by (problematically) casting black actors as the natives, a decision that we shall explore in more detail in due course. For the time being, though, I wish to add that Lovecraft’s Cthulhu is regularly considered to be an expression of the author’s own racism and misogyny, as various writers have attested, including Haraway (see Haraway 2016: 101). Indeed, Michel Houellebecq suggests that Lovecraft’s racism and misogyny developed in particular during the brief period that he spent in New York in 1925, the year after The Navigator was made – and 3 years before Cthulhu was unveiled to the public in ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, published in Weird Tales in 1928. In other words, Lovecraft’s weird and repugnant monster functions as a cipher for his ‘hatred of the “foul mongrels” of this modern Babylon [the Big Apple]’ (Houellebecq 2005: 103). And these ‘foul mongrels’ are for Lovecraft in particular black Americans, especially as they migrated in large numbers from the South to the North in the very same 1920s. As James Snead clarifies:


Black migration from the South to the North doubled between 1920 and 1930 as compared to the previous decade. The race riots of the early twenties (many of them in the North) still hovered in the collective memory, their recurrence an ever-present possibility. (Snead 1994: 20)


And if Roderick A. Ferguson similarly reports that ‘[w]hereas in 1910, 637,000 African Americans lived in cities in the North and the West, by 1930 that number had grown to 2,228,000’, he also goes on to report how ‘[s]ociologists worried that African American migrants from rural beginnings were culturally unfit and morally unversed for the demands of city life’ (Ferguson 2004: 19).


And so where the new urban black population might have inspired the invention of Cthulhu, a similar logic is also at work in The Navigator. For, given that the natives abduct Betsy as Rollo faces the Cthulhu-esque octopus, not only is the encounter with the octopus elided through the film’s editing with Indigeneity, which itself is elided with Blackness through the film’s casting, but the whole premise of the film is equally set in motion when Rollo sees a newly-wed African-American couple drive past the window of his sizeable mansion, which image spurs in Rollo the desire also to get married. Not only does the image in some senses refute the thoughts of contemporary sociologists, who feared that African Americans were unfit for city life (a refutation also pursued by Ferguson), but it also evokes a dual sense in which Rollo seeks to get married out of envy for the African-American couple (unable to bear their happiness, he must seek to have at least the same), which in turn bespeaks processes of theft (Rollo must take what is theirs), as well as perhaps a perceived white need to procreate in the face of reproductive competition from what W.E.B. Du Bois (2008) calls black folk.1 As much is suggested by the cinematic construction of the moment and in Rollo’s response to what he sees.


First of all, the cinematic construction of the moment: Rollo stands in his dressing gown at his window in three-quarters view, looking out of it from right to left. Cut to a street, where from right to left a car pulls into frame, decorated with flowers, tassels and two signs that read just married. The black driver turns to the back seat of the car, which remains on the right hand edge of the frame, before the film cuts to a two-shot of the newlyweds as seen from the perspective of the driver. Here we see the smiling bride on the left of the frame, with a white dress, white gloves and white tiara, together with her groom, who wears top hat and tails, and who opens up his arms in seeming praise before the two embrace. That the two-shot is not actually Rollo’s point of view, but rather an image taken from inside the car, lends to the moment a kind of imaginary quality; that is, Rollo is projecting this happy moment as much as he is observing it from his window, which in turn suggests that he is fearful of and threatened by the happiness of the newly-weds, which he thus must have for himself, as much as he is inspired by it.


Then, in his response to this moment, we cut back to see Rollo looking momentarily at a photograph of Betsy that sits on top of his dresser, before a servant joins him and begins to select clothes for Rollo to wear. Rollo announces that he will get married that day, and orders the servant to get for him two tickets to Honolulu for his honeymoon. Rollo then walks into his enormous bathroom and descends some stairs into a bath that looks akin to what today we would call a hot tub – still in his dressing gown. In other words, the observation of the black couple causes Rollo to immerse himself in water, thereby creating a visual link with how it will be upon his descent into water from the Navigator when he will have to defend Betsy from the cannibalistic natives. In other words, it is the threat of Blackness, which the film will also conflate with Indigeneity, that leads Rollo to undergo a baptism/birth (immersion in water) that sees him emerge as a ‘man’. More boldly put: were it not for Blackness, we can imagine Rollo remaining a single dandy, perhaps even queer. It is because of, and against, Blackness/ Indigeneity, then, that white reproductive/heteronormative masculinity feels compelled to emerge, with the saving of the white woman imagined as the rationale for doing so. But really the compulsion towards white reproductive/heteronormative masculinity is married to, or an excuse for, the subjugation of Blackness and Indigeneity. That is, whiteness is born through antiblackness, as (hetero)normativity is born through murder. Honolulu did not, if you will, become a honeymoon location because of colonisation; it was colonised in order to become a honeymoon location, since colonisation justifies heterosexual marriage as much as the other way around.


Potentially we might argue that The Navigator and/or its makers, Buster Keaton and Donald Crisp, subtly critique Rollo, rather than sharing his perspective. But whether Keaton and Crisp have invented Rollo in order expressively through visual rhymes to lay bare and to explore his underlying racial anxiety, or whether that anxiety simply shows through because of unconscious racial bias in the filmmakers’ creative process, we can still see that Blackness/Indigeneity cause Rollo to feel, or quite literally to be, ‘out of his element’. This can be seen as he descends into water first in response to the presence of Blackness outside his home, and then as a means of inadvertent preparation for fighting off that Blackness. And so when Rollo kills the octopus, he in some senses is also killing Blackness and Indigeneity alike, an association that is furthered when the only other victim of violence at Rollo’s hands, in addition to the octopus, is precisely a black native. As the octopoid Cthulhu/the cthulhoid octopus stands in for Blackness, so does the violence towards the octopus suggest antiblackness on the part of Rollo, as well as perhaps of Keaton more generally. In this way, even if the film were attempting to critique Rollo, whose rescue of Betsy from black natives is simply an act of his own racist imagination, a dream inspired by his unthinking immersion into the bathwater upon seeing the newly-weds earlier in the day, the filmmakers have all the same repeated that racist imaginary in staging events from Rollo’s point of view – and presenting them to us as if real (Rollo does not wake up at the end to let us know that this has all been a dream; as far as the film is concerned, the events that we see actually take place).


While many studies of Keaton do not mention the role of race in his work, and while Keaton only merits passing mentions in the foundational work of both Donald Bogle (1973) and Thomas Cripps (1993) on Blackness in cinema, Keaton’s treatment of race has nonetheless garnered some critical attention in recent times. Writing of The Navigator, for example, Susan E. Linville suggests that:


Keaton not only perpetuates negative stereotypes of African Americans, but also…mimics the newly-wed African-American couple because he is a kind of blank, passive, privileged white boy, ignorant of and unaltered by what the film seems to imply might be more socially appropriate role models. Or…Rollo provides living proof that to be ‘free, white, and twenty-one,’ as an old, racist slogan went, was, in fact, to be something pretty funny. (Linville 2007: 276)


Meanwhile, Todd McGowan explains that a key difference between the work of Keaton and the work of Charles Chaplin is that the latter embodies exclusion, while the former ‘exposes an internal excess within society’ (McGowan 2016: 602). However, one of the issues with Keaton is that:


[w]hen his films show that the insider is at once an outsider, that belonging also entails a failure to belong, they sometimes have recourse to racist images in order to convey the outside. He fails to see that the racialized outsider is different from the insider, that there is a distinction between the insider’s failure to belong and the situation of the outsider. That is to say, not everyone fails to belong in the same way, and Keaton creates racist images because his version of comedy does not allow him to see this fact. (McGowan 2016: 612)


With regard to The Navigator, we can see this false equivalence when the opening sequence in which Rollo sees the newlyweds would in principle create a sort of link or kinship between them: Rollo thinks that he identifies with the African-American couple (or at least the man), and that therefore he might marry. However, this kinship soon goes by the wayside when Rollo/ Keaton reduces the black natives to savages, one of whom he kills with abandon, and, as far as the film is concerned, as a joke (Rollo narrowly avoids being shot by the cannon himself, a joke that gets reworked in other of Keaton’s films, as we shall see). Indeed, the treatment of the black natives in The Navigator would seem to rehearse the same treatment of black people that James Snead identifies in the later King Kong (Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack, USA, 1933), in that the ‘whites always behave as individuals, while the blacks are always seen (except for the chief) as group phenomena. Also look at the way Africans are coded by highly obvious external clues (Afro wigs, bones, paints, etc.) that quickly signify “blackness = native”’ (Snead 1994: 136). In this way, black people for Snead become ‘props’, as in property, or what Snead calls being ‘figuratively owned by the whites’ appropriating “look”; soon to be literally owned through various modes of exploitation’ (Snead 1994: 19).2


The reduction of black people to ‘props’ might in some senses mirror the treatment of the lobster and the swordfish as tools, which in turn suggests an animalisation of the black figures in The Navigator, of the sort that we see identified by Zakiyyah Iman Jackson (2020).3 However, while there is certainly a case to be made for the way in which slavery involves the treatment of black humans as tools, this in some senses does not get to the bottom of the racist imagination on display. For, while Orlando Patterson proposes that the slave is ‘the ultimate human tool’ – while also, notably, equating the slave (and thus Blackness for Western modernity) with the outside, a concept to which we shall also revert later (see Patterson 1982: 7) – and while slavery in the Americas would itself superficially suggest that black people are indeed ‘tools’ in the white Western imaginary, in that American slavery involved black humans working/ carrying out labour, this labour was in fact secondary to their Blackness. As much can be seen in Wilderson’s point that there were no white slaves in the USA – even though there was no reason to trade only in black bodies, if trading in bodies alone were what one wanted to do. For, as Wilderson suggests, ‘what Whites would have gained in economic value, they would have lost in symbolic value; and it is the latter which structures the libidinal economy of civil society’ (Wilderson 2010: 15). That is, rendering humans as tools was not the point of American slavery, but rather antiblackness was (otherwise why not have white slaves?). What tool-ness black slaves in America embodied, then, was itself only a tool to structure antiblackness, which itself was premised upon a perception that Blackness was/is unassimilable, utterly other, alien.


And if in The Navigator the black figures function as ‘props’, out of which Keaton makes a gag (as well as being the engine for setting in motion the film’s entire plot), their otherness is not the otherness of the lobster or the swordfish. That is, their status as props/property does not quite render them tools; their otherness is, rather, that of the octopus, an intelligent otherness not assimilable to the white world, even as the white world is built upon Blackness. And we can see how this is so through the rendition of the black figures not as bodies, but as what Hortense J. Spillers (1987) identifies as flesh.









Chapter 4


Habeas viscus


Writing about the reactions of those present at the protest carried out by the Black Panther Party against the Mulford Bill (which would forbid black Americans from bearing arms) on 2 May 1967, Kara Keeling suggests that the televised and photographed image of black, uniformed men bearing arms as they arrived at California’s capital building involved ‘an appearance of the black that confounded their ability to recognize him according to habit’ (Keeling 2007: 74). That is, the sight of armed black men in berets, leather jackets and with guns disrupted the everyday image of black Americans, such that suddenly (these) black humans and (their) Blackness became perceptible.


Although The Navigator involves an image of a black couple in full wedding regalia, I might suggest that the image is so extraordinary, at least to Rollo Treadway, that he decides that he, too, must get married. And what is perhaps most surprising to Rollo is the sheer heteronormativity – and happiness – of (the image of) the black couple. For, similar to how the Black Panthers created a new image of Blackness while leaving ‘undisturbed the hegemonic common-sense notion that the struggle for liberation was a decidedly masculine enterprise’ (Keeling 2007: 79), so does this image of the newly-weds leave undisturbed what Keeling might also call ‘the formation of the heterosexual nuclear family’, which is ‘the principle social arrangement through which capitalist relations were – and are – reproduced’ (Keeling 2007: 92). However, where Keeling rightly critiques the underlying masculinity (if not the maleness) of the Black Panther imago, for Rollo/Keaton it is the very normativity of the heterosexual couple that is so disturbing, as if to see a black woman in a white dress and a tiara somehow upset the white supremacist order of things. This chimes with Roderick A. Ferguson’s observations that several ethnographic studies published in the 1920s ‘constructed African American folk culture as outside modernity’, in the process ‘“glamorizing crudity and immorality”’, in that newly-urban African Americans, unable to handle modern life, reportedly reverted to various perceived perversions that further characterised them as backward (see Ferguson 2004: 75). Expecting backwardness, it is the very heteronormativity of the couple that is shocking to Rollo. Or rather, as Ferguson might put it, the black couple is ‘heterosexual but never heteronormative’ (Ferguson 2004: 87; original emphasis), since heteronormativity was impossible for black folks by virtue of always already being outsiders to white Western modernity.


Notably, Keeling relates how Frantz Fanon, in his own experiences of watching movies, would sit in the movie theatre awaiting the appearance of ‘the Negro groom’. Such a moment would, for Fanon, be overwhelming (‘my heart makes my head swim’; see Fanon 2008: 107; quoted in Keeling 2007: 38). And indeed, I might suggest that the image is in a similar fashion overwhelming for Rollo – but in a manner that signally does not result in the revolution for which either the Black Panthers or Fanon strove. For, since the image of the black newly-weds goes against the typical ‘Black imago’ that Keeling, after Fanon, identifies as being equated with ‘sin, rape, the genital, badness, ugliness, immorality, evil, and so on’ (Keeling 2007: 30), Rollo feels compelled to himself get married in order to restore the status quo of heterosexual union as the preserve of whiteness. And this restoration of the status quo is signalled in the film by the way in which Rollo’s pursuit of white heterosexual union involves him going on an adventure that involves black humans associated with ‘tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetichism, racial defects, slave ships, and above all else, above all: “Sho’ good eatin’ [Y A Bon Banania]”’ (Fanon 2008: 84-85; quoted in Keeling 2007: 30). That is, after seeing a progressive black heterosexual couple (who, had they been queer, say, would have simply been an image of deviant Blackness-asusual), Rollo/Keaton must create the circumstances in which he can construct the clichéd and detrimental image of the black and native cannibal.


I shall return later to Keeling’s engagement with the work of Gilles Deleuze and Henri Bergson in her theorisations of the black image, but I draw upon her work here in order to evoke how The Navigator specifically rejects the Fanonian image of the ‘Negro groom’, and instead reconstructs the typical, racist ‘Black imago’ as its replacement, thereby restoring order to a white world that is otherwise threatened by black chaos. And this process of reverting to racism via the treatment of black humans as ‘props’ and as an undifferentiated mass with no individual features is important because it also sees the black figure deprived of the possibility of having a body. That is, rather than being a case of habeas corpus, the black humans in The Navigator constitute a cinematic case of what Alexander G. Weheliye would term habeas viscus, which is ‘differently signified flesh…for in the world of Man, the hieroglyphics of the flesh are translated to the jargons of negativity, lack, the subhuman, and so on’ (Weheliye 2014: 111).


In order to explain what Weheliye means here, it is worth explaining how in constructing the concept of habeas viscus, Weheliye draws extensively upon the work of Hortense J. Spillers, who proposed that rather than having a body, the black person becomes merely flesh in Western modernity, a mode of existence that, as we shall see, has resonances once again with the invertebrate mollusc octopus, as well as with the tragedies of the Middle Passage (Spillers 1987: 67). Of especial note is that for Spillers black flesh (especially black female flesh) is not gendered, but rather ungendered; in particular, the female slave no longer fits within the white, heterosexual gender binary of man/woman, since she no longer leads a domestic(ated) existence where she carries out prescribed gender roles, but rather, when cargo on a slave ship and when strung from a tree to be whipped, she is just flesh (Spillers 1987: 68 and 72). As we shall see, this refusal of/rejection from the hegemonic gender binary also aligns Blackness with queerness. Meanwhile, Tiffany Lethabo King offers a ‘generous’ reading of Spillers, based upon one mention of Indigeneity (‘the New World… order, with its human sequence written in blood, represents for its African and indigenous peoples a scene of actual mutilation, dismemberment, and exile’; (Spillers 1987: 67)), to propose that Blackness and Indigeneity alike are ‘the flesh that makes Europe’s man the epitome of the human’ (King 2021: 9). In this way, the black and indigenous body, reduced to flesh, effectively signifies nothing or carries no meaning (for this reason, one cannot attribute gender to it) – hence its existence as negativity, lack and sub-human.1
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