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Introduction

Sharen Bart, Daniel Elias, & Georgia Whittaker
Submission Co-Editors

2024 was a challenging year for our submissions editors. With many of the committee
graduating, the submissions editors Daniel Elias and Amelia Birch reached out to
postgraduate students hoping they would join. Luckily, many did. The submissions
editors worked tirelessly on that year’s edition, annual conference on ‘Solidarity” and
to help guide new members. With the help of the Institute of Advanced Studies the
conference was a success and attracted attendees to join the committee. In 2025 Limina
released our largest edition to date and received the UWA Convocation Matilda
Award for Cultural Excellence in Literature and Creative Writing.

Limina continues to work in solidarity with researchers, academics and
postgraduate students. We are proud of the effort that has gone into creating and
sustaining Limina as a journal and space that nurtures academics and leadership skills.
This introduction has been compiled and written with incoming and outgoing
submissions editors to embody this commitment to building research and
interpersonal skills. We hope that you will enjoy this special issue which features two
articles that were also presented at the 2024 conference, two poetry collections, a beat
poem and five book reviews.

We warmly welcome Ava van Aurich’s first paper which explores
demonstrations of solidarity in the history of lesbian space. It conducts a detailed
exploration of separatism as a paradoxical space and contributes significantly to
discourse into post-oppositional consciousness as a way of fostering community,
safety and personal agency. Van Aurich crafts their essay with sustained close
attention to the experiences of solidarity and the spaces, people and praxis that help
encourage it.

Alexander Lwin makes their first contribution to Limina with an article that
takes as its focus Kobayashi Yasumi’s 2013 novel Arisu-goroshi. Especially rewarding
to read is Lwin’s careful consideration of the use of the dreams within the text as a
buffer between settings and genre (24). What the article shows is immense skill and
appreciation for Japanese culture, genre, genre blending and storytelling.

Patrick McCarthy’s collection of poetry includes three poems. The first poem
follows the persona’s gaze and trend of thought as they observe their shadow take on
shape, form and memory. The poem exposes the changing subjectivity of the watcher
with their shadow becoming the subject and metaphor of their growth. ‘Same Old
Sun’ is highly evocative and arresting in its condemnation of violence and war. It
transforms the collection from an individual’s meditation on life and death to a
communal reflection on what prevents life from living. Here and There takes what feels
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heavy and allusive at first to show that this can be distorted, ephemeral and tangible
in allowing a shift in perspective and conscience.

The second collection by Tess Ezzy constitutes their trilogy On the Architecture
of Collective Memory. Ezzy’s three poems utilise form to enact memory and test its
capacity to hold, reflect and restructure our understanding of human nature and
solidarity. The first poem recounts the resources, people and tools that sustain us.
Here repetition and structure fold in on itself such that readers recall past lines and
instances of reading, being and otherness. The effect is twofold, both propelling the
reader onward and suspending them in a curious state of ‘being’. The last poem
embroils structure in its quest to insist on heritage and relationality, sharing in the
thematic urgency of the collection.

The last creative piece of this edition ‘Drink your orange juice on a Thursday’
by Angela Jones is a deceptive and penetrating beat poem that is both moving and
arresting. The poem shifts from ecstasy to anger to ‘content’” with a trajectory that
swells and aches. Each stanza depicts the life of academics putting their students first
and captures key moments challenging the system and waiting on benches. Written
with poise, restraint and incredible insight, the poem does everything a poem should.
It cascades in a cruel twist that is both satisfying textually and lyrically making the
close of its final line, heartbreaking.

We are also excited to present a varied mix of book reviews in this volume,
with a recurring through-line of the political climate of our turbulent times. Philip
Zapkin provides a review of a volume of heritage studies and the discipline's impact
on democracy, and Georgia Whittaker offers her perspective on Brian Massumi's
philosophical study of fascism and its effects on self and community. Arthur Kelly
continues this theme with an engaging review of Casey Plett's contemporary discourse
On Community and its socio-cultural function. Moving to contemporary arts, Tess Ezzy
provides an assessment of the verse novel in Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand, and
the South Pacific, and its recent popularity as a versatile, genre-spanning art form. Ava
van Aurich adds to this collection with a review of Elizabeth's Lovatt's attempts at
creating a sapphic archive in Thank You for Calling the Lesbian Line, and finally Jewel
Oreskovich closes our section of reviews with her poignant take on Catling Maling's
poetry collection Spore or Seed.

Our sincerest thanks to our outgoing submissions editors and book
reviews editor. Daniel’s efforts in working with library staff to ensure the publication
of editions, website management and efforts compiling each volume are duly
appreciated and celebrated by the committee. Thanks to Georgia and Sharen who both
worked hard to organize the conferences, manage and grow the committee’s resources
and daily running. Amy Alexander who always came to meetings and events
prepared and ready to help in every capacity. Aden and Alison, for both being so
willing and kind when helping to compile this edition; thank you. Lastly, to our new
advisory board members, it is a privilege to have you read and contribute to our
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collective. Limina continues to grow and thrive and we are thankful to past and current
committee members. Thank you all for your readership, dedication and support.
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A JOURNAL OF HISTORICAL & CULTURAL STUDIES

Solidarity, Marginality, and Identity-Based Spaces: Lesbian Experiences within
Separatist Communities?

Ava van Aurich?
The University of Western Australia

The research explores demonstrations of solidarity in the history of lesbian space. Specifically,
how was lesbian separatism historically enacted to address marginalisation in addition to
experiences of solidarity—or lack thereof-through physical space, sisterhood, culture-building,
and activism. It uses AnaLouise Keating’s post-oppositional consciousness framework to
examine existing literature and prior research on lesbian space. The research will show the
strengths and limitations of identity-based spaces, including how oppositional mindsets in
these spaces can result in alienation and fracturing, particularly regarding difference.
However, through post-oppositional consciousness, such spaces have the capacity to create
meaningful social change and foster solidarity. Findings can contribute to research in post-
oppositional consciousness as praxis for solidarity and social change, while examining the
possibilities of identity-based spaces rather than abandoning this viable practice.

The capacity for social movements to achieve meaningful social change is dependent
on solidarity.? Significant socio-political shifts can occur due to the actions of the
marginalised, working together to challenge existing oppressive systems and
structures. However, solidarity can be put at risk when tied to identity, which
emphasises difference.* I argue experiences of social movements as they navigate
identity and the consequences of spaces created to achieve transformational goals can
provide important lessons for solidarity and negotiating differences.

This paper examines the concept of solidarity within the context of identity-
based social movements, using lesbian separatism as a case. Solidarity encompasses
social cohesion, ties or bonds between individuals, and shared commitment to a
common goal.® Identity, within the context of this paper, refers to multi-faceted and
subjective personal, social, cultural, and political constructions of the self and/or

1 This research was carried out while in receipt of an Australian Government Research Training Program
Scholarship at The University of Western Australia.
2 ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0009-0006-1381-7193
3 bell hooks, “Sisterhood: Political Solidarity between Women,” Feminist Review 23 (1986): 125-138,
https://doi.org/10.1057/fr.1986.25
4 AnaLouise Keating, Transformation Now! Toward a Post-Oppositional Politics of Change (University of Illinois
Press, 2013).
5 Renate Douwes, Maria Stuttaford and Leslie London, “Social Solidarity, Human Rights, and Collective Action:
Considerations in the Implementation of the National Health Insurance in South Africa,” Health and Human
Rights 20, no. 2 (2018): 185-196; Johanna Leinius, The Cosmopolitics of Solidarity: Social Movement Encounters Across
Difference (Cham: Springer International Publishing AG, 2022).
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group.® Lastly, lesbian separatism is a praxis and spectrum of physical, emotional,
and/or psychological separation from oppressive classes, including men and
heterosexual women.” This was practiced throughout Australia—including Western
Australia (WA), New South Wales (NSW) and Victoria (VIC)—from the late-1960s to
the present. Lesbian separatism provides a unique socio-political perspective on how
solidarity is enacted and negotiated. This praxis demonstrates the limitations of
identity-based social movements while also highlighting the potential necessity for
healing, personal and political development, and safety.

This paper explores how solidarity is enacted and how it can fracture due to
oppositional consciousness and misattribution of identity politics and
intersectionality, leading to feelings of division and alienation. According to
AnaLouise Keating, oppositional consciousness is a ‘binary either/or epistemology
and praxis that structures our perceptions, politics, and actions through a resistance
energy’ that keeps people ‘immersed in conflict® It includes narrowly defining
identity based on limited conceptions of selfhood that is highly individualistic,
antagonistic, and emphasises divisions rather than using difference to forge
commonalities.

Drawing upon works by AnaLouise Keating and Gloria Anzaldiia—notably the
concept of post-oppositional consciousness—as a theoretical frame, this paper will
consider how identity-based movements with boundary-making practices like lesbian
separatism can reforge and maintain solidarity, ensuring the sustainability of social
movements for the future. This paper begins with an explanation of the methodology,
followed by an integrated discussion of the literature with historical examples of
Australian lesbian separatism and explores potential pathways for the future.

Methodology

Qualitative interviews were conducted with lesbians who resided in WA sometime
between 1970 and 1989 in which they practiced some form of lesbian feminist
separatism. Six women participated —including one who primarily resided in VIC
and NSW but had experience in WA —with interviews occurring over two sessions
each that were then transcribed, thematically and structurally analysed, and
subsequently restructured into a narrative chronology. Narrative interviews tend to

¢ Ponse, 1978; Vicinus, Martha, ““They Wonder to Which Sex I Belong’: The historical roots of the modern lesbian
identity,” in The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader, ed. Henry Abelove (New York: Routledge, 1993, pp. 432-52); Gays
and Lesbians Aboriginal Alliance, “Peopling the Empty Mirror: The Prospects for Lesbian and Gay Aboriginal
History,” in Gay Perspectives 1I: More Essays in Australian Gay Culture, ed. Robert Aldrich (Sydney: University
Printing Service, University of Sydney, 1993, pp. 1-62).; Elisa S. M. Fattoracci, Michelle Revels-Macalinao and
Que-Lam Huynh, “Greater than the sum of racism and heterosexism: Intersectional microaggressions toward
racial/ethnic and sexual minority group members,” Cultural Diversity & Ethnic Minority Psychology, 27, no. 2
(2021): 176188, https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000329.

7 A. van Aurich and Kay Hearn, “Lesbian Separatism and Identity Development: Making Space for themselves.”

Continuum 37, no. 1 (2023): 19-30, https://doi.org/10.1080/10304312.2022.2148631.
8 Keating 2013, 2-3.
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have samples of one or two, however I collected a slightly larger sample of six women
using purposive methods due to the highly private and inaccessible nature of the
lesbian population.” A larger sample was sought to develop a collective story.!® Of
those six women, all were white and did not identify as a cultural minority, three
identified as working-class, and two identified as middle-class.!!

Participants were provided information and consent forms, and they were
aware they could withdraw at any time. Consent was an ongoing process between
participants and the researcher through feedback on the transcript and final narrative
chronology.!? Participants’ privacy was respected with pseudonyms, in which they
chose from a selection of words, including Hakia, Mulga, Myrtle, Sage, Teatree and
Yiridji. The research aims were to document participant experiences in an oral history
format and understand how they conceptualised their identity, community, culture,
and connections with one another.

Discussion
Solidarity

Scholarly theories tend to focus on the actors involved in the process of generating
solidarity —such as such as ties between humans (family, kinship, bloodlines), social
cohesion in a community due to a shared history or culture, groups striving for
political common interests, and civic measures by the welfare state. Conversely, social
justice scholars Mara Yerkes and Michelle Bal argue solidarity involves the expression
of a mutual sense of ‘to whom do we owe?."® A feminist-oriented approach to
solidarity put forth by scholar Jodi Dean emphasises a sense of ‘we-ness” without
labels.’* She argues it is form of mutual recognition which overcomes us/them
dualisms. Similarly, Johanna Leinius argues solidarity is ‘a practice created and
maintained through encounters across difference.”’®

o Christine Bold, Using Narrative in Research (SAGE Publications Ltd, 2013); John W. Creswell and Cheryl N. Poth,
Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among the five approaches (SAGE Publications Ltd, 2018); Isobelle
Savard and Kelley Kilpatrick, “Tailoring research recruitment strategies to survey harder-to-reach populations: A
discussion paper,” Journal of Advanced Nursing 78, no. 4 (2022), https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.15156.
10 Thomas Hadjistavropoulos and William E. Smythe, “Elements of Risk in Qualitative Research,” Ethics &
Behavior 11, no. 2 (2001): 163-174, https://doi.org/10.1207/515327019EB1102_4; Bold 2013; Creswell and Poth 2018.
11 Although one could argue the paper takes a ‘cis-normative’ scope, this form of difference was not known
during the time and geographic context that this paper explores. Moreover, it is ahistoric to assume the
participants would identify as ‘cis’ because they used the language of ‘woman” and ‘female’ at the time.
Applying such terminology is akin to ascribing ‘lesbian’ terminology to historic periods and figures prior to
terms being known (see Traub 2001 or Vicinus 1993 for more on this discussion). Ultimately, the paper attempts
to be historically grounded.
12 Hadjistavropoulos and Smythe 2001
13 Mara A. Yerkes and Michelle Bal, eds., Solidarity and Social Justice in Contemporary Societies: An Interdisciplinary
Approach to Understanding Inequalities (Springer, 2022).
14 Jodi Dean, Solidarity of Strangers: Feminism after Identity Politics (University of California Press, 2018).
15 Leinius 2022, 10.
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As previously stated, solidarity is integral to the success of social movements.'®
Without solidarity, social movements risk squandering political opportunities.?”
According to Dean, in this context solidarity is both inward-looking and outward-
looking.’® The former grows out of common interests, shared values and traditions
which unite a group when issues are discussed together. The latter involves a ‘we-
ness’ of groups which strive for a common endeavour, raising issues on behalf of its
members to the broader civil society. Additionally, solidarity is also performed by
those outside a group on their behalf.’* Without solidarity, the concerns of social
movements struggle to be articulated both within the group and outwardly.

According to Carillo Rowe, effective solidarity between people—or what she
terms alliances—involves a ‘politics of relation” in which one employs a deeply
compassionate curiosity and ‘a willingness to see and know and feel in radically new
ways.’? Further, she argues, alliances are sites of connection entwined with intimacy
and power, and it is in this space that important decisions are made and power is
transmitted. Additionally, Dean asserts that solidarity is an ‘interaction involving at
least three persons’: one standing by another against a third.?! For example, for lesbian
separatists, the ‘third’ is the oppressive class of men, and in some cases, heterosexual
women.

Expressions of solidarity within social movements include common identity,
mutual attachment—the dependence on one another and expectations held of one
another—as well as group consciousness and shared experiences of marginality.?
Solidarity is an active process—rather than a passive response —with the capacity for
transformative political and personal change as people become united over a common
cause.” For example, experiences of discrimination or violence can foster solidarity
through shared anti-discrimination interests. These conceptualisations of solidarity
are tied to notions of social justice—the distribution and allocation of resources—and
deservingness, with solidarity informing expectations of who should fulfil the needs,
and of whom.?

However, solidarity can be at risk when tied to a form of identity politics which
emphasises the ‘third” as an oppositional ‘other’, rather than seeking relational and
reflective understandings of all perspectives involved.” To understand how identity

16 hooks 1986.
7 Laurel S. Weldon, “Inclusion, Solidarity, and Social Movements: The Global Movement against Gender
Violence,” Perspectives on Politics 4 no. 1 (2006): 55-74, https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592706060063.
18 Dean 2018.
¥ Yerkes and Bal 2022; Barbara Dynda, “Feminist, Lesbian, and Trans Solidarity in the German-Polish Collective
Girlz Get United,” Journal of Lesbian Studies 28, no. 1 (2024): 44-62, https://doi.org/10.1080/10894160.2023.2272459
20 Aimee Carillo Rowe, Power Lines: On the Subject of Feminist Alliances (Duke University Press, 2008), 13.
21 Dean 2018, 3.
22 Yerkes and Bal 2022; Elizabeth Currans, “Forging Gender and Racial Solidarities at Trans-Inclusive Women's
Festivals,” Journal of Lesbian Studies 28, no. 1 (2023), 175-188, DOI:10.1080/10894160.2023.2187160.
2 Currans 2023.
2 Yerkes and Bal 2022.
25 Dean 2018.
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politics—as well as the concept of intersectionality —impacts solidarity, I will examine
its social movement origins and how it is utilised today.

A Critical Exploration of Identity Politics and Intersectionality

The origins of identity politics is often attributed to The Combahee River Collective’s
(CRC) 1978 A Black Feminist Statement, which strove to develop an integrated analysis
and practice around the interlocking nature of systems of oppression.?® Importantly
the CRC’s use of ‘interlocking” highlights that their various oppressions are
experienced simultaneously and through multiple systems.?” The statement describes
identity politics as emerging from commonality of experiences, specificity of
oppression, and a politics derived from one’s identity as black, woman, lesbian,
working-class, etc. Such identities cannot be separated and ranked.

CRC’s purpose in defining identity politics was to make their own oppression
a priority and work to liberate themselves through self-love, self-determination, and
autonomy.?® The objective was not to be put on pedestals, elevated over others, nor to
accept ‘walking ten paces behind”.?? Importantly, CRC also used differences within the
group to forge commonalities, rather than divisions.* They did so by acknowledging
that, while “their experiences, histories, ideas, or traits” are not identical to one another,
such differences also lead to insights about experiences and connections with others.*

In this sense, within an individual, layers of identity are non-hierarchical.
Nevertheless, emphasis may fluctuate depending on the contexts which an individual
moves between. Because it is non-hierarchical, this conceptualisation of identity
politics acknowledges the multi-dimensionality of individuals, which connects well
with intersectional analysis.

Intersectionality was initially theorised by Kimberlé Crenshaw, Black feminist
and legal scholar, in 1989 and 1991. Her works demonstrate how, in anti-
discrimination and legal contexts, the intersection of race and sex makes invisible the
ways in which Black women’s experiences diverge from those of white women and
Black men. She states:

Black women can experience discrimination in ways that are
both similar to and different from those experienced by white
women and Black men. [...] Yet often they experience double-
discrimination—the combined effects of practices which
discriminate on the basis of race, and on the basis of sex. And
sometimes, they experience discrimination as Black women—

26 The Combahee River Collective, “A Black Feminist Statement,” WSQ: Women'’s Studies Quarterly 42, no. 3 (2014):
271-280, DOI: 10.1353/wsq.2014.0052. (Original work published 1977).
27 Anna Carastathis, Intersectionality: Origins, Contestations, Horizons (University of Nebraska Press, 2016).
28 Keating 2013.
2 Keating 2013; The Combahee River Collective 2014, 274.
30 Keating 2013
31 Keating 2013, 42.
8
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not the sum of race and sex discrimination, but as Black

women.*
Intersectional theory highlights how both feminist and anti-racist discourse can
function to sideline Black women’s issues. Thus, the value of such discourses are
diminished, as they evolve from a white racial and/or male context which goes
unacknowledged.*® Moreover, Crenshaw’s theory argues that applying homogenised
notions of identity to all within a group—which universalises experiences, often of
those most privileged within the group—centres the few while subordinating the
many.* Such a strategy is inadequate to build emancipatory movements, as this paper
will demonstrate with lesbian separatism.

Scholar Anna Carastathis emphasises Crenshaw’s footnoted argument that
intersectionality is a provisional concept, serving as ‘a horizon of possibility for
liberatory, coalitional feminist praxis.”® As a provisional concept intersectionality is
incomplete, in the process of transforming one’s thinking and praxis, anticipating
social change and justice.

Misattributions of Identity Politics and Intersectionality

With time and common usage, the concepts of identity politics and intersectionality
have shifted in ways which put solidarity at risk.*® As these concepts have entered the
mainstream, both have been utilised for top-down institutional ‘diversity
management’ and inclusion, detached from their Black feminist origins. This form of
tokenism—or false inclusion—does not inherently involve transformational, anti-
discriminatory politics and is as disempowering as exclusionary politics.” The
concepts are interpreted as ways to positively represent multiply-marginalised groups
rather than as a critique of dominant structures, institutions, and representational
strategies. Although top-down institutional uses of identity politics and
intersectionality can affect social movements, particularly through attempts of a “post-
racial” feminism, this paper will explore the more grassroots applications.

Dean argues that identity politics allowed for the articulation of difference and
uncovering of hidden histories and traditions, resulting in feelings of pride, self-
respect and empowerment among minority groups. For individuals, identity politics
presented itself as a ‘compelling remedy for anonymity in an impersonal world.”3
However, at the group level the construction of a “we” identity involves dictating a

32 Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” University of Chicago Legal Forum 140, no. 1
(1989): 49; Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against
Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1241-99, https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039.
3 Crenshaw 1989.
3 Crenshaw 1989; Keating 2013; Carastathis 2016.
35 Crenshaw 1991, 1244, footnote 9; Carastathis 2016, 25.
%6 Keating 2013; Carastathis 2016.
37 Crenshaw 1991; Keating 2013; Carastathis 2016.
38 Dean 2018, 4.
9
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particular politics which in turn ignores internal differences. Uniting a group over an
identity-based common cause can place boundaries on which members can and
cannot participate. This was, and is, the case with lesbian separatism.

When there is a strong sense of identity within a group, norms are assimilated
and applied to individuals within. To be validated as belonging—‘one of us'—
members must adhere to these norms.* This can result in a unitary, ‘essential” identity
experience wherein differing experiences are considered additive. For example, in the
Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM) heterosexual white women's experiences of
gender oppression—particularly those of the middle class—were considered the
norm, thus Black women were considered as ‘white women with an additional
burden’, while the issue of lesbianism was ignored or silenced.* This construction of
an essential woman’s experience as the basis of ‘sisterhood’, left women of colour
fragmented and marginalised while rendering the racialized white assumptions of
feminist theories of gender oppression invisible.*! This meant feminist resistance
replicated existing systems of dominance and subordination.*

In addition to essentialising, the intensity of identification in a group can lead
to a rejection of any shared identities with those perceived outside of the group as well
as an aversion to embracing additional identities within.* Maria Lugones argues that
false universalisation by what she terms ‘transparent’” group members—those who
define the group, its paradigm, and who is included —marginalises those she terms
‘thick” members, as the latter are constantly made aware of their ‘otherness’, erased
from the group paradigm, and this results in the fragmentation of identity.* This is a
form of oppositional consciousness, an ‘“us vs them’ mindset in which ‘ignoring
difference within groups contributes to tension among groups.’* Within lesbian
separatism, women of colour keenly felt a sense of ‘otherness’.

For social movements striving for seemingly limited resources, identity politics
can result in the prioritisation of and emphasis upon a singular, salient identity that
all within the group must adhere to, with rigid, narrow definitions and demands of
‘mono-thinking” and conformity from members.* Intragroup differences are ignored

39 Dean 2018; Yerkes and Bal 2022.
40 hooks 1986, Charlotte Bunch, Passionate Politics: Feminist Theory in Action (St Martin’s Press, 1987); Gisela
Kaplan, The Meagre Harvest: The Australian Women’s Movement 1950s-1990s (Allen & Unwin, 1996); Marilyn Lake,
Getting Equal: The history of Australian feminism (Allen & Unwin, 1999); Angela P. Harris , “Race and Essentialism
in Feminist Legal Theory,” Stanford Law Review 42, no. 3 (1990): 581-616, https://doi.org/10.2307/1228886, quoted
in Carastathis 2016, 129.
4 Doris Davenport, “The Pathology of Racism: A Conversation with Third World Wimmin,” in This Bridge Called
my Back: Writing by Radical Women of Color, eds. Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua (Kitchen Table: Women of
Color Press, 1983); Crenshaw 1991; Dean 2018.
4 Crenshaw 1991.
43 Dean 2018; Yerkes and Bal 2022.
4 Maria Lugones, Pilgrimages/Peregrinajes: Theorizing Coalition against Multiple Oppressions (Rowman and
Littlefield, 2003); Carastathis 2016.
4 Crenshaw 1991, 1242, emphasis theirs.
4 Gloria Anzaldta, Borderlands/La Frontera (Aunt Lute Books, 1999); Grace Kyungwon Hong, Ruptures of American
Capital: Women of Color Feminism and the Culture of Immigrant Labor (University of Minnesota Press, 2006); Keating
2013, 94; Dean 2018; Yerkes and Bal 2022
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or conflated while commitment to other identities is questioned.* This results in what
Crenshaw describes as “intersectional disempowerment’, in which women of colour
are asked to have an either/or priority politics, detrimentally splitting their political
energies.® Disagreement, dissent, and questions are perceived as threats based on
fears of disloyalty and fragmentation.*” This was the case for indigenous Australian
women within feminism, where commitment, alliances, and reciprocity between
indigenous communities was seen by white feminists as taking away focus and power
from feminist efforts.>® This sentiment discounts that for many Australian indigenous
women, issues of race and class oppression can be more urgent than those of sex and
sexuality.!

The notion of deservingness and social justice are intensely debated, in a form
known as ‘oppression Olympics’, in which the multiply-marginalised are ranked,
inhibiting solidarity.> This term originated with Elizabeth Martinez, in her critique of
comparing suffering between groups.”® She argues that instead of making various
groups contend for the ‘top spot” of ‘most oppressed,” which only results in dead-ends,
people must acknowledge that various forms of oppression and histories exist, while
recognising their differing intensity.> Cherrie Moraga argues:

[t]he danger lies in ranking the oppressions. The danger lies in

failing to acknowledge the specificity of oppression. The danger lies

in attempting to deal with oppression from a purely theoretical

base. Without an emotional, heartfelt grappling with the source

of our own oppression, without naming the enemy within

ourselves and outside of us, no authentic, non-hierarchical

connection among oppressed groups can take place.>
In conjunction with this misconception, intersectionality is flattened to a process of
multiplying identity categories in additive ways while ignoring the structural aspects
of inequality. Thus, those with the most marginalised categories and the ‘most
oppression [...] win.”* This is counter to Crenshaw’s analysis, in which differences are

47 Crenshaw 1991; Anzaldtia 1999.
4 Crenshaw 1991; Another example of this can be read in Robin Morgan, “Goodbye to All That,” RAT (1970). In
which Morgan rages against the misogyny of left-wing men who also demand either/or priority politics from
left-wing women.
4 Dean 2018.
% Gays and Lesbians Aboriginal Alliance 1993; Jackie Huggins, “Black women and women’s liberation,” Hecate
13, no. 1 (1987): 77-82; Aileen Moreton Robinson, Talkin’ up to the white woman: Indigenous women and feminism
(University of Queensland Press, 2020).
1 Huggins 1987; Jackie Huggins, Sister girl: Reflections on Tiddaism, identity, and reconciliation (University of
Queensland Press, 2022).
52 Hong 2006; Keating 2013; Carastathis 2016.
53 Carastathis 2016.
5 Elizabeth Martinez, “Beyond Black/White: The Racisms of Our Time,” Social Justice 20, no. 1/2 (1993): 22-34;
Judit Moschkovich, “-But I Know You, American Woman’,” in This Bridge Called my Back: Writing by Radical
Women of Color, eds. Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua (Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, 1983).
% Cherrie Moraga, “La Giiera,” in This Bridge Called my Back: Writing by Radical Women of Color, eds. Cherrie
Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua (Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, 1983), 29, emphasis theirs.
% Hong 2006; Keating 2013, 95; Carastathis 2016.
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not quantitative, experienced in “‘more’ or ‘worse” ways. Furthermore, intersectionality
through the lens of ‘oppression Olympics” logic risks placing white experiences of
gender and race as the norm and thus generalisable, further othering women of
colour.””

Overall, who is included in the ‘most oppressed’ identity group, and which
identity group is ‘most deserving’ of social justice fosters oppositional mindsets,
pitting identity groups against one another over something subjective and contextual.
This is why Carastathis sees this form of identity politics as based on ‘inadequate
imaginations, flawed cognitive habits, and misplaced allegiances” and Keating argues
it is too limited to bring about the radical, meaningful social change needed.*
According to their respective analyses, social movements which strive to challenge
and address oppressive situations can lead to internal conflict, particularly over the
issue of difference.” The denial of difference to foreground a sense of “unity’ limits the
capacity for social change, as there is a demand for homogenisation, with a singular
identity privileged as the only one for those within the movement to develop their
politics.®® Due to a lack of accountability for such behaviours, denial of difference and
oppositional consciousness leads to the fragmentation which social movements fear
and ultimately risks destroying the solidarity efforts and advocacy work of
marginalised groups.®® Without the recognition of difference, oppositional thinking
thrives, with little space for solidarity and alliances with others.®? For solidarity and
identity-based social movements to function, a shift toward post-oppositional
consciousness is vital.

Separatism as a Paradoxical Space

Separatism is an identity-based social movement which can foster a sense of safety
and freedom that allows for the development of agency, communality, and
independence. As an identity-based movement, separatism can be informed by
nationality, ethnicity, race (as with the Black Power Movement), and sexuality (as with
lesbian separatism).®® Lesbian separatism is an international phenomenon, informed
by geographical contexts. The ways it was practiced during its height in the 1970s and

57 Carastathis 2016.

5 Keating 2013; Carastathis 2016, 25.

% Bold 2013; Creswell and Poth 2018; A. van Aurich, “Making space for themselves: Lesbian separatism in
Western Australia” (Honours thesis, Edith Cowan University, 2021), https://ro.ecu.edu.au/theses_hons/1579.

% Hong 2006; Keating 2013.

1 Davenport 1983; Gill Valentine and Tracey Skelton, “Finding Oneself, Losing Oneself: The lesbian and gay
‘scene’ as a paradoxical space,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 27, no. 4 (2003): 849-866,
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0309-1317.2003.00487 .x; Keating 2013; Dean 2018.

62 Keating 2013.

63 Arguably, lesbian-separatism is the intersection of lesbian identity as a sexual orientation and feminist politics.
It broadly emerged as a response to the misogyny of Gay Liberation movements and the homophobia of
Women’s Liberation movements in conjunction with feminist efforts to create women-centred communities.
Although women-centred communities and spaces often blended with lesbian communities and spaces, lesbian
separatism was distinct in its expression of culture and sexuality.
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1980s—occurring throughout USA, Canada, UK, Europe, New Zealand, and
Australia—including its relative effectiveness at achieving its purpose, varied
depending on location.

Lesbian separatism emerged as a political ideology and practice for two main
reasons. Firstly, experiences of being sidelined, ignored, and/or silenced in social
movements—such as the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) and the WLM in the 1960s and
‘70s—despite considerable contributions lesbians were making, led many lesbians to
separate themselves from these movements and put their energies elsewhere.* Sage,
a lesbian participant, recalled her experiences, ‘it just seemed like women did all the
work but got very little praise for it'®. Another lesbian participant, Hakia, agreed, ‘we
soon felt that the men were too sexist to be with or work with.”® Secondly, as lesbians
developed their political consciousness it became clear that there was a need to focus
on their marginalisation as homosexual women, and to build a culture which
addressed their experiences.

The resultant lesbian separatist spaces were both physical and material,
including bars, record labels, publishers, community centres, squats, lands, houses,
circuses, performance art, street theatre, protests, newspapers, magazines, books,
visual art, photography, music, film, clothing, and activist paraphernalia.

Because lesbian separatism was an international phenomenon there were
considerable expressions of solidarity across borders. Among communities, solidarity
was expressed through a common identity of the lesbian. As activists, separatists
challenged the dominant patriarchal definition and representation of the lesbian as
negative—shameful, strange, sinful, an incorrect woman—toward a positive
conception, often pivoting derogatory terms like dyke, lezza, and lemon to signify a
collective, celebratory identity. Hakia recalled what it was like to be a lesbian at the
time:

[Pleople were just disgusted at the idea of lesbians, there was so

much judgement, attack, and women ... were really ashamed to

be lesbians because it was considered to be akin to the devil,

and terrible.®”
Lesbian separatists also had a shared interest in developing women’s capacity under
patriarchy through skill building —particularly in areas typically associated with men
and masculinity like plumbing, carpentry, and mechanics —as well as connecting with

¢¢ Kathy Rudy, “Radical Feminism, Lesbian Separatism, and Queer Theory,” Feminist Studies 27, no. 1 (2001): 190-
222, https://doi.org/10.2307/3178457; Sarah F. Green, Urban Amazons: Lesbian Feminism and beyond in the gender,
sexuality and identity battles of London (Macmillan Press Ltd., 1997); Rebecca Jennings, “Creating Feminist Culture:
Australian Rural Lesbian-Separatist Communities in the 1970s and 1980s,” Journal of Women’s History 30, no. 2
(2018): 88-111, https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2018.0015; Jaqueline Baker, “The Lavender Menace Comes to
Melbourne: Feminism, Lesbianism, Place and Space in the 1970s,” Lilith: A Feminist History Journal 27 (2021): 127-
148, https://doi.org/10.22459/LFH].27.06; van Aurich 2021.
65 yvan Aurich 2021, 39.
66 yvan Aurich 2021, 50
67 van Aurich 2021, 50, emphasis theirs.
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nature and expressing creativity.®® As Mulga, a participant, expressed, ‘it was room to
grow, place to grow, to learn skills ... it was wonderful.”®

The notions of safety and freedom from both heteropatriarchal society and men
were integral to lesbian separatism. With regards to the former, this entailed the
freedom and safety to be authentic, to speak about and express their sexuality openly
without fear of silencing, ostracization, and the weight of adhering to oppressive
norms.” Teatree recalled ‘the conformist pressure in WA, I found it huge [...] the level
of violence is so... so close to the surface.””

With regards to the latter, lesbian separatism promised safety from the fear and
experiences of male violence, including economic control, coercion, harassment, and
sexual, physical, and psychological abuse.” In such cases, safety and freedom were
felt through the exclusion of men in lesbian spaces in addition to publicly naming and
challenging male violence and providing support in numbers when out in public or
mixed spaces if harassment, abuse, or violence occurred.”

Thus, feeling safe was perceived as vital for the development of the self, in
addition to building connection and solidarity with others. As Dean argues, ‘we can
trust neither others nor ourselves if we are plagued with fears of vulnerability and
physical exploitation.””* The sense of safety and freedom in separatist spaces meant
lesbians could develop independence, agency, and communality. Additionally, within
Dean’s analysis, lesbians were able to develop solidarity with one another, a sense of
‘we-ness’, against men as the “third’.

Separatist spaces provided opportunities for lesbians to support one another,
provide emotional and psychological care, allowing them to develop a sense of
‘psychic survival’, attempting to heal from the damage caused by heteropatriarchy.”
As Myrtle recalled of the time:

[W]herever we gathered there was cups of tea, food, music,
talking, just you know being together as a group. And also in

¢ Heather Burmeister, “Women’s Lands in Southern Oregon: Jean Mountaingrove and Bethroot Gwynn Tell
Their Stories,” Oregon Historical Quarterly 115, no. 1 (2014): 60-89, https://doi.org/10.1353/0hq.2014.0036; Sand
Hall, Amazon Acres, You Beauty: Stories of Women'’s Lands, Australia (Shall Publishing, 2016); Sand Hall, Shelters and
Building — Stories of Women'’s Lands, Australia, Volume 2 (Shall Publishing, 2019); van Aurich 2021; Sand Hall, Fifty
Years: Stories of Women'’s Lands, Australia Volume 3 (Shall Publishing, 2024).
0 van Aurich 2021, 32.
70 Vicinus 1993; Baker 2021; van Aurich and Hearn 2023.
71 yan Aurich 2021, 43.
72 Sarah Lucia-Hoagland, “Lesbian Ethics: Beginning Remarks,” Women'’s Studies International Forum 11, no. 6
(1988): 531-544, https://doi.org/10.1016/0277-5395(88)90107-0; Judith Ion, “Degrees of Separation: Lesbian
separatist communities in northern New South Wales, 1974-95,” in ].J. Matthews (ed.) Sex in Public: Australian
Sexual Cultures (Allen & Unwin, 1997), 97-113; Andrew Gorman-Murray, “Gay and lesbian public history in
Australia,” Public History Review 11 (2004): 8-38; Wayne W. Wilkinson, “Exploring Heterosexual Women’s Anti-
Lesbian Attitudes,” Journal of Homosexuality 51, no. 2 (2006): 139-155, https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v51n02_08;
Jennings 2018; Baker 2021; van Aurich 2021; van Aurich and Hearn 2023.
73 van Aurich 2021; van Aurich and Hearn 2023.
74 Dean 2018, 92.
75 Margaret Sloan Hunter, “The Issue is Woman Identification,” For Lesbians Only: A Separatist Anthology, eds.
Sarah Lucia-Hoagland and Julia Penelope (Only Women Press, 1991).
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that era, I think in the late ‘70s, certainly in the ‘80s, you started
to get lesbian-feminist separatist recording, music recordings,
coming out.”
Through culture-building—creating lesbian spaces, sharing their political, artistic,
and literary works, and developing visual signals of identity —they developed a group
consciousness and challenged the dominant heteropatriarchal culture. As Teatree
reflected regarding that time:
[I]t was necessary for us and I think it’s probably necessary for
lots of women or lots of people at different times [...] to build
and live their own sub-culture [...] to have a really wholly
supportive environment to rebuild themselves. In order to be
able to function in what is such a hostile society.””
Importantly, although separatist, many of these lesbians continued to express
solidarity with other social movements, particularly regarding women’s and
environmental issues. They were heavily involved in the development of shelters,
rape crisis and women’s health centres, fighting for issues related to women'’s
employment and education, raising awareness of multi-cultural issues, advocating for
childcare and against male violence, participating in the PEACE, anti-nuclear, and
anti-war movements, and working toward environmental preservation efforts.”
However, although an empowering, consciousness-raising experience, lesbian
separatism was also riddled with problems that have also plagued other identity-
based social movements, that is, the denial of difference to ensure a sense of “unity’.
This false sense of sameness was increasingly enforced through the policing of
opinions and behaviours, causing spaces to feel constrained, combative, and
alienating.” It was a paradoxical experience, being both inclusionary —welcoming all
lesbians, regardless of race, ethnicity, nationality, class, age, etc. —and exclusionary,
in that one had to develop a feminist consciousness, believe the source of women’s
oppression was entirely sex-based, prioritise lesbian identity over all others, and in
some cases, ceasing relations with men, including boy children.®’ Lesbian separatist
groups struggled to acknowledge how they homogenised notions of identity and
applied it to all within the group. For some lesbians, such oppositional and either/or
demands were too rigid, resulting in lesbian spaces feeling hostile, as theorists like
Crenshaw and Keating warn.
Despite the strong sense of belonging felt through the culture and community
building, the rigidity of rules and emphasis on a particular kind of lesbian identity —

76 yvan Aurich 2021, 36.
77 yvan Aurich 2021, 45.
78 yvan Aurich 2021; van Aurich and Hearn 2023.
7 Rudy 2001; Green 1997; Rebecca Jennings, “The Boy-Child in Australian Lesbian Feminist Discourse and
Community,” Cultural & Social History 13, no. 1 (2016): 63-79, https://doi.org/10.1080/14780038.2015.1093283;
Jennings 2018; Keridwen N. Luis, Herlands: Exploring the Women’s Land Movement in the United States (University
of Minnesota Press, 2018); van Aurich 2021.
8% Huggins 1987; The Combahee River Collective 2014; Jennings 2016; van Aurich 2021.
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often based around a white conception, with white lesbians acting as ‘transparent’
members of the group by defining political priorities and what lesbian meant in
universalising terms that placed race as of secondary importance —meant lesbians felt
pressure to conform, isolated and alienated, ignored and sidelined.®! During the 1980s
and 1990s the issue of difference and intersectionality came to the forefront. And much
like WLM and GLF, experiences of marginality within led to the fragmentation of
lesbian separatist communities, as those with a position of privilege struggled to
acknowledge their oppressive behaviours and embrace the multiple dimensions and
diversity of lesbian identity.52

Sustainable Solidarity: Post-Oppositional Consciousness and Coalitions

Nonetheless, this all-so-common fracturing in identity-based social movements like
lesbian separatism is not an inevitability. Nor is it reason to throw away identity
politics or separatism altogether. One pathway to addressing this issue is post-
oppositional consciousness.

Developed by Analouise Keating through her work with Gloria Anzaldua,
post-oppositional consciousness is a theory that acknowledges that people are all
inextricably linked and have shared commonalities that can embrace difference,
including seemingly mutually exclusive differences.® It is a relational process of
transformation where previously accepted assumptions are questioned. Space is given
for contradictions, overlapping perspectives, dialogue, and friendly disagreement.

Post-oppositional consciousness involves flexibility, an acknowledgment of
difference, the multiplicity of identity and the intersections within, and an embrace of
complexity. However, Keating and Carastathis argue that the process of labelling the
intersections of identity —thus multiplying identity categories—is not enough. For
Keating, we must also use that ‘labelling process to generate new commonalities’,
rather than notions of sameness.?* Conversely, she argues commonalities incorporate
and move beyond sameness allowing for the inclusion of difference and positioning
difference within a larger context moves beyond oppositional thinking.*

Individuals can transform their identity from a unitary, splintered self toward
a differential or threshold identity that expands to embrace internal difference and
contradictions. Intersectional theory allows people to reimagine their identities in
coalitional terms, emphasising their interconnectedness.® As Audre Lorde states,
‘difference is that raw and powerful connection from which our personal power is

81 Rudy 2001; Green 1997; Luis 2018.
82 Ibid.
8 Keating 2013.
8¢ Keating 2013, 37; Carastathis 2016.
85 Keating 2013.
86 Carastathis 2016.
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forged’; and as Carastathis argues, the ‘[d]ifferences within us can enable radical
alliances among us.”®

Intersectionality as a provisional concept enables people to challenge
essentialism and categorise themselves in relational and tentative ways. One can hold
allegiance to any and all relevant groups while also blurring the boundary between
oppressor and oppressed by acknowledging oneself in both.®

To move oneself toward post-oppositional consciousness one must be patient
and self-reflective —questioning one’s own behaviours and beliefs —as well as employ
trust, openness and vulnerability, and deeply listen to others’ perspectives and
experiences.® Such positions of vulnerability can lead to solidarity through
connectedness, ‘witnessing each other’s suffering’ rather than ‘retreating behind
protective walls’ of “us” and ‘them.”®* Individuals must be accountable for their actions
and its impact on others. This is not easy and requires effort, time, and a willingness
to live with contradictions.”!

Moreover, listening and other forms of effective communication requires an
understanding and sometimes challenge of silences.”? Difference can be demonstrated
and articulated through silence, both as subtle forms of expression to challenge
expectations of emotional labour —i.e., demands on women of colour to educate or re-
explain when white women fail to listen—and absence of discussion, such as white
women’s discomfort with seemingly difficult subject matters or a repression of them
to maintain power.”” Knowing when to speak, to remain silent, to listen, and when to
challenge silence is a difficult but necessary skill for solidarity. As Joanna Kadi writes,
‘If you want to hear me, listen to my silences as well as my words’.**

Cultivating Difference and Coalitions

A strong, sustainable social movement or identity-based space which achieves its aim
of meaningful social change must cultivate difference, encouraging numerous
perspectives and addressing diverse needs within its community.”> A single-axis
analysis of oppression and activism from this understanding will never succeed, as it

87 Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” In This Bridge Called my Back:
Writing by Radical Women of Color, eds. Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldta (Kitchen Table: Women of Color
Press, 1983), 99; Carastathis 2016, 200.
8 Anzaldta 1999.
8 Keating 2013.
9% Currans 2023, 183.
o1 Keating 2013; Currans 2023.
%2 Carillo Rowe 2008.
9 Moschkovich 1983; Carillo Rowe 2008.
% Joanna Kadi, “Speaking (through) Silences,” In Sing, Whisper, Shout, Pray! Feminist Visions for a Just World, ed.
M. Jacqui Alexander, Lisa Albrecht, Sharon Day, and Mab Segrest (EdgeWork, 2003), quoted in Carillo Rowe
2008, 13.
% Keating 2013
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only benefits the ‘transparent’” members while erasing the experiences of all others
within the group.*

Cultivating difference involves coalitions, both within and outside the space or
movement. It is a sense of ‘working with” rather than assuming a false sense of
sameness in the name of inclusivity.” For example, Huggins argues there can be no
‘true political alliances between Black and white women’ without white women
acknowledging their contributions to indigenous oppression.”

Intersectionality and post-oppositional consciousness can help, revealing false
universals while providing linguistic tools for connection and interrelation without
throwing away the notion of identity.” According to Dean, respecting individuals’
identities while making space for questioning and challenging claims made on the
basis of such identities allows for not only the transformation of identity categories
but also coalitional actions.'®

As one participant, Teatree, argues:

[Y]ou don’t get change unless you've got coalition. And that

meant that sometimes you have to sacrifice some of the things

that you thought were fundamental for your survival, but that

may or may not turn out to be. [...] [Lesbians] are a small

minority and you can’t just only fight for your own rights with

the ignorance of other people on the issues. And neither can you

get their support unless you're prepared to give it. And unless

you're prepared to take the... that process of building and

understanding across communities of activists... in terms of

[...] the diversity [...] the intersectionality.!"
In addition to the movement level, coalitions can occur at the personal level with self-
reflection, bridging one’s identities together, particularly when falsely separated.
Using a relational and connectionist perspective helps to integrate identities. Likewise,
recognition of the self as both insider and outsider —oppressor and oppressed —at the
same time enables accountability and the acknowledgement of one’s multiple
dimensions. Such practices within can build outward reciprocity, alliances, and
ultimately solidarity.1

I argue that utilising this conceptualisation of coalitions —as both within the self
and relationally outside the self —benefits relations within an identity-based group or
social movement and, in conjunction with other groups, the broader civil society.
Boundary-making political practices like lesbian separatism do not need to be
abandoned altogether.

% Crenshaw 1989; 1991; Lugones 2003; Carastathis 2016.

7 Rudy 2001

% Huggins 2022, 122-23.

9 Crenshaw 1991; Carastathis 2016.

100 Dean 2018.

101 Teatree, interview August 27, 2021; van Aurich 2021, 45

102 Moraga 1983; Keating 2013; Carastathis 2016; Dean 2018.
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Conclusion

Identity-based groups and social movements have the capacity to build solidarity,
connection, and a positive sense of self —as exemplified by lesbian separatism. Such
movements contain individuals with multiple, sometimes contradictory, identities. To
ensure solidarity, these multiple identities cannot be ignored for the sake of a false
“unity’.

Social change for marginalised groups cannot be achieved by privileging a
singular identity to the detriment of all others. Unity built on a false sense of sameness
fails, as does creating a hierarchy of marginalised identities in the name of
deservingness. Fracturing occurs, dissolving the strength of the movement.

However, past and present political ideologies and movements—which
attempt to address marginalised issues but are prone to failure —do not necessarily
need to be abandoned. Rejecting them simply reinforces ineffective oppositional
dynamics. Identity remains a site of resistance for the marginalised, they are drawn to
identity-based spaces and movements for liberatory praxis. For example, lesbian
separatism provided a celebratory conception of the lesbian in addition to a vibrant
culture of belonging outside conformist forces. Yet, such movements and spaces need
to confront the failures of its past and present, to learn from them and move forward
in solidarity.
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A JOURNAL OF HISTORICAL & CULTURAL STUDIES

The Ellery Queen of Hearts and the Red King in Yellow: Intertextual Iconography
and Mythos As Means of Genre Solidarity in Kobayashi Yasumi’s ArisuGoroshi

Alexander Lwin
The University of Western Australia

Despite the common Western conception of the classic-style mystery novel being resistant to
genre-blending, there is no end to Japanese honkaku mystery fiction that draws upon the
setting of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland novels. Through Kobayashi Yasumi’s 2013
novel Arisu Goroshi, this paper examines the phenomenon of the Alice Mystery’s ubiquity, as
well as how the technique of ‘genre solidarity’ — the use of generic conventions in service of
disparate affective goals — is utilised in order to negotiate the contrasting pleasures of the
mystery and horror genres and Carroll’s Alice novels. Ultimately, this leads to a proposal for
genre solidarity as a framework for understanding how audiences respond to genre as both a
textual and cultural phenomena.

“Because I enjoy puzzle-solving, at first glance, the Alice books — which are riddled
with enigmata — seem like the exact opposite of my tastes; however the truth is
otherwise. Because the author, Lewis Carroll, was a mathematician, there is a
logicality that shines through within the nonsense of Alice which strikes a chord with
me since I love solving mysteries. Since long ago, there have been many mystery
novels that take Alice as their subject, so it seems that there are many mystery authors
who feel the same way.”!
— Hayasaka Yabusaka, Alice the Wonder Killer?

Lewis Carroll’'s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is as foundational a text to mystery
fiction as anything by Doyle or Christie. For the West, where the traditional mystery
novel — or “‘Whodunnit’ - is seen as notoriously resistant to genre play?, this claim is

VIRAFEARMEL, HESTD [TUYR] F, —RERHICRASHE. EFES Lol FEDILA
R - FyOHBBFEELAGN, [FTUR] BT RGRICLHMEESRY . TIHLRBEFEOROER
ITh D7, RLESICEZSHBERIZVANT, [7YR] EEMICLEHEEBDREENS={EA
%%, | Translation is my own.

2 Hayasaka Yabusaka, Alice the Wonder Killer, e-book ed., Kobunsha, 2020

Kasai, Kiyoshi., McCaffery, Larry., Gregory, Sinda., Tatsumi, Takayuki. “A Meaning in Art That's No Longer
Possible: An Interview With Kiyoshi Kasai.” The Review of Contemporary Fiction, 22nd Jul, 2002, pp. 55

3 This is a belief that can be traced back as far as Tzvetan Todorov who claimed in 1966 that “[d]etective fiction
has its norms: to ‘develop’ them is also to disappoint them: to ‘improve upon’ detective fiction is to write
‘literature,” not detective fiction (43)” and later in his 1970 study on the fantastic further argued that the
fantastical was outright incompatible with the detective story. This perceived inelasticity can be seen echoed in
Carl D. Malmgren’s description of mystery fiction as within ‘an essentially static world, in which neither social
order nor human nature is subject to radical change (119),” as well as confronted in Suzanne van der Beek’s 2016
article ‘Agatha Christie and the Fantastic Detective Story.” As such, while there have been many modern instances
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far from immediately apparent — if not patently absurd. While there are a handful of
notable examples of Western detective fiction that borrow imagery and language from
Carroll’s work, such as Frederic Brown’s 1950 novel Night of the Jabberwock, these are
few and far between. In contrast, one doesn’t have to look hard to find instances of
Alice littered all throughout Japanese mystery fiction. Alongside Hayasaka
Yabusaka’s 2020 novel Alice the Wonder Killer, there’s Shibata Yoshiki’s 2017 novel
Murasaki no Arisu (Purple Alice), 2015 short story collection Rasen kaidan no Arisu
(Alice of the Spiral Staircase), Kitayama Takeuni’s 2008 novel Arisu Mira—jou no
satsujin jiken (The Alice Mirror Murder Case), among many others. In Japan, the
combination of Alice and mystery fiction dates back as early as 1937 with Kuni
Masahiko’s Fushigi no kuni no satsujin (A Murder in Wonderland), less than 50 years
after Alice's first Japanese translation in 1899.4

Alice’s omnipresence in Japanese mystery fiction will come as no surprise to
anyone familiar with the nation’s long-standing Alice obsession. The Alice books are
an indelible staple of modern Japanese culture, influencing everything from literature
and film to fashion and videogames, with Alice adaptations and homages being
produced at a volume that eclipses other countries.> With this context in mind, it’s
tempting to ascribe Japan’s Alice-Mysteries as yet another symptom of Alice Mania.
However, to do so would be to overlook mystery fiction’s unique genre
considerations. The absurd and nonsensical setting of Wonderland defies the claim of
Carl D. Malmgren, among others, that the classic mystery novel demands a grounded,
stable and orderly world.® Of course, this supposed rule is a Western conception —
and, like every proposed generic criteria, it is far from definitive. John Dickson Carr’s
The Burning Court or, more recently, Stuart Turton’s The Seven Deaths of Evelyn
Hardcastle are both successful examples of mystery novels with supernatural or
fantasy elements. Nevertheless, the fact that these examples are notable edge-cases
lends further credence to a grounded world being, at least, a significant generic
expectation among Western readers and writers.

That Alice Mysteries remain pervasive in Japan indicates a fundamentally
different imagination of the mystery genre than the West — at the very least, a
conception that is substantially more open to genre blending — yet the affective
pleasure of the genre (i.e. the logical decoding of clues) should remain the same. In
order to demonstrate how the Alice Mystery navigates affective properties and genre
expectations, this paper considers how Kobayashi Yasumi’s 2013 novel Arisu-goroshi

of science-fiction, postmodern or urban-fantasy detectives, I can comfortably assert it is still widely accepted that
the logical, ratiocentric, ‘traditional/classic’ mystery novel - or at least what is immediately called to mind when
we talk of the ‘mystery novel’ as opposed to the hardboiled, detective or crime novel — is notoriously resistant to
experimentation in formula.
4 Kennell, Amanda. Alice in Japanese Wonderlands: Translation, Adaptation, Mediation. (University of Hawai’i Press.,
2023), pp. 21.
5 Kennell, Amanda. Alice in Japanese Wonderlands: Translation, Adaptation, Mediation, 1-5.
¢ Malmgren, Carl D. "Anatomy of Murder: Mystery, Detective, and Crime Fiction." Journal of Popular Culture, vol.
30, no. 4, 1997, pp. 119. ProQuest, https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/anatomy-murder-mystery-
detective-crime-fiction/docview/1297357386/se-2.
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(The Murder of Alice)” utilises disparate generic conventions as a means of reinforcing
its diverse affective goals in a manoeuvre I term ‘genre solidarity.’

Defining Genre Solidarity

From genre-blending, bending, and hybrids, to liminal, slipstream, and mashup
fiction. When it comes to naming texts that refuse to conform cleanly to a single genre,
the options are seemingly endless. What good can come, then, from coining yet more
terminology?

By introducing ‘genre solidarity” as a term, I intend to provide a means for
successive scholarship to describe the specific relationship wherein readily recognised
generic elements are invoked in service of a separate genre’s affective qualities within
a single text.

In researching this paper, I have found that the current discourse presents two
basic models of genre blending. Firstly, blending where the act is a subversive factor
(often appealing to terms like ‘subsuming’, ‘ambivalence’, or “postmodernity’) that
disrupts the identity of the genres involved. For example, when Michael Basseler cites
Woolf’s idea of the novel as ‘cannibalistic’ in his argument for genre blending and its
“combination and displacement of genres” as the default form of modern writing,® a
particular relationship between genres is implied: that when two genres interact, our
old genre expectations are discarded to create something new.’

Secondly, blending where the act of blending is closer to an act of
supplementation and negotiation. For example, while Megan McArdle argues that the
benefit of blending is that it produces a more unique text, when she cautions that some
readers may reject a blended work on the grounds that they are “are not interested in
anything outside of the narrative category they read regularly and enjoy”, or
illustrates how a successful blend fulfils the expectations of multiple genre audiences
saying that a blend of SF and romance should be “emotionally engaging [...]with a
satisfying romantic resolution to engage with romance fans,'® but must also feed the
needs of the science fiction fan who requires believable science”, the implicit

7 While a more literal translation of Arisu-goroshi would be simply ‘Killing Alice’ or even ‘Alice-killer’, Tokyo
Sogensha includes the English phrase “The Murder of Alice” on the cover and title page of the mass-market
paperback edition. As such, I have chosen to accept this as the intended translation.

8 It bears noting that Basseler’s interest is specifically in the blending of the genre of ‘literary fiction” with popular
genres and that he is largely unconcerned with discussing the blending of equal bookstore-shelf categories
(mystery, horror, sci-fi.) Nevertheless, the idea at heart — that when we blend genres, whether between high and
low or of equal stature, a new set of expectations is created remains the same.

° Basseler, M, Mixed-Genre Fiction. In The Encyclopedia of Contemporary American Fiction 19802020, (eds P.
O'Donnell, S.J. Burn and L. Larkin), 2022, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119431732.ecaf0253, pp. 2.

10 Bear in mind that Megan McArdle is a librarian and the aim of her The Reader’s Advisory Guide to Genre-Blends is
more practical in nature, focusing on how to identify genre-blends and what those blends have to offer.
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relationship is one of tension between two disparate sets of goals — that the pursuit of
one is auxiliary at best, disruptive at worst, to the other.

Of course, these are both valid modes of genre blending. I must stress that it is
not my position that the scholars I've cited as examples are ignorant of or hostile to
other forms of blending. Rather, despite an expansive list of near-synonymous terms
for genre blending itself, we are currently lacking a sufficient vocabulary to describe
the specific genre relationships that occur within genre blending. Certainly, there are
instances of genre blending which are combinative and others which are combative,
genre blends where one genre consumes the other, genre blends where both genres
involved emerge as something entirely different, and genre blends where both tension
and disruption are absent.

To this end, I propose genre solidarity — not as another alternative to genre
blending —but as a descriptor of one particular relationship under that wider umbrella
where the disparate genre conventions a work taps into are immediately identifiable
— arguably separate — to the audience, and yet in constant clear communication with
each other. Where genre solidarity is invoked, the audience’s reading of a scene —or a
stylistic or narrative element — is guided by the context of genre to reinforce, rather
than detract from, the text’s ability to invoke the affective property of the other,
separate genres it engages with. Put plainly, the genres are presented as equal,
interconnected yet distinct parts of the work. Though the generic status of the overall
work is ambiguous as neither genre is subservient to the other, both genres maintain
their original identity without conflict.

In addition to providing us a vocabulary to describe instances of mutually
reinforcing relationships between genres in a single text, reading for genre solidarity
further allows us to understand the cultural and historical context that underpin a
text’s generic identity. Here I draw upon Rieder’s provisional definition of genre
hybridity as “simply that the genres being mixed in a text have not conventionally
been considered neighbours” or that “their neighbourliness is being foregrounded
and exploited in the text.”!> When we read for genre solidarity, what we are ultimately
engaging with is this sense of neighbourliness: what genres are considered capable of
cohabitation and what are the conditions (that is, the cultural context and literary
moves) necessary to make that so. To return to the text under consideration, when
(and, critically, where) is Carollian nonsense a boon, rather than an obstacle, to the
ratiocentric mystery novel?

The Dual-Narrative Structure of Arisu-goroshi (The Murder of Alice)

11 McArdle, Megan M.. “Introduction.” The Readers’ Advisory Guide to Genre Blends, American Library Association,
2014. pp. 10-21 ProQuest Ebook Central, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uwa/detail.action?docID=1787066,
pp- 14-17.
12 Rieder, John, “On Defining SF, or Not: Genre Theory, SF, and History,” in Science Fiction Studies, vol. 37, no. 2,
2010, pp. 191-209, JSTOR, http://www jstor.org/stable/25746406. Accessed 15 Feb. 2026, pp. 207
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Humpty Dumpty, that famous egg of nursery rhyme and minor character in Carroll’s
Through the Looking Glass, is dead. The cause of death: to no-one’s surprise, a great fall
from a great height. However, this is no ordinary death (as a smudged handprint left
on the shell fragment that was once his back confirms) but murder.

Beginning with the murder of Humpty Dumpty, the first of the two alternating,
parallel narratives that make up Kobayashi Yasumi’s Arisu Goroshi concerns a series
of murders within Carroll’s Wonderland. (To note: Kobayashi’s Wonderland pastiche
combines not just the characters and setting of Carroll’s original Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass, but also his poems like The Hunting of the
Snark, to create a versatile roster of suspects and victims.) As the last — and only —
suspect witnessed entering the courtyard where Humpty’s body is found, the
protagonist Alice is forced to prove her innocence lest she be executed by the Queen
of Hearts. Enlisting the help of Bill the Lizard and the White Rabbit, Alice’s
investigation travels across Wonderland collecting clues and questioning suspects.

The other narrative follows Kurisugawa Ari, a university student in modern-
day Japan who witnesses a postgraduate researcher nicknamed ‘The Egg’ fall to his
death from her university’s roof under suspicious circumstances. A series of bizarre
coincidental deaths soon follow and, with the aid of an eccentric fellow student named
Imori, Ari begins to investigate.

In order to connect these narratives across their respective worlds, Kobayashi
employs the mechanism of dreams. Between chapters, Alice dreams of the events in
Ari’s world and vice-versa. The result is that each set of characters can freely speculate
on the events of both narratives. Thanks to these dreams, Ari and Alice quickly realise
that the murders in Wonderland directly correspond to what otherwise appear to be
random deaths in Ari’s world. Each denizen of Wonderland is connected to another
person in Ari’s world and when someone in Wonderland is killed, their equivalent in
Ari’s world dies as well.

The dual narrative structure where two separate investigations occur in parallel
is a staple of the Japanese shin-honkaku (or new-orthodox) movement. The first novel
to coin the term shin-honkaku as a (sub)genre identifier, Ayatsuji Yukito’s The Decagon
House Murders, tells the story of an And Then There Were None-inspired set of murders
on an isolated island by alternating chapters between the investigation on the
mainland and the events on the island. The stylistic choice of alternating narrative
perspective is carried through almost all of the subsequent books in Ayatsuji's Yakata
(or House) series, as well as other famous modern mystery works such as Satou
Yuuya’s Mephisto-prize winning Furikka-shiki (Flicker Style).

Kobayashi’s choice to employ a familiar narrative form within shin-honkaku
convention serves a similar function to how the novel’s title/subtitle emphasises the
‘murder’ of the titular character; from the outset, Arisu-goroshi immediately reassures
the mystery reader of its intent to fulfil the affective goals of the genre. (Some readers
may recognise that Arisu-goroshi benefits generally from historical movements in
Japanese mystery novels such as the tradition of eroguronansensu — erotic, grotesque
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nonsense — or the recent trend of mysteries that take fairy tales and classic literature
as their theme, both of which I discuss in further detail in a later section.) However,
the usage of dreams to connect these two parallel narratives adds a second generic
layer to Kobayashi’s narrative structure.

Leveraging dreams as a connective tissue between disparate storylines is
hardly a unique invention; it is a well-worn trope across both fantasy and science
fiction stories. What is notable about Kobayashi’s usage of the trope, however, is:
firstly, it borrows from and expands upon a minor element of the original Alice books,
and secondly, it serves as a bridge between different genres. Despite being marketed
as a “shocking classic/Honkaku mystery in the guise of a nightmarish fairy-tale,” Arisu-
goroshi plays with a wide and eclectic range of genres.’®* In addition to the classic
mystery novel and the absurd, comic fantasy, Kobayashi also engages in the genres of
(cosmic) horror and science fiction. Through the dream mechanism, Kobayashi
constructs a buffer between the two settings that allows him to facilitate the movement
between these genres. By initially assigning each genre to one of the two worlds,
Kobayashi creates a space where the reader can be taught how to engage with said
genre while mitigating reader confusion. When moving between settings, the readers’
expectations also shift accordingly.

Similarly, the dream mechanism in itself takes on a different connotation
depending on the setting. The action of Kurisugawa Ari’s narrative takes place
primarily within the physics department of her university. As a result, the action is
interpreted through the language of science-fiction. Ari’s friend Imori describes the
relationship between the characters of each setting via comparison to simulated
worlds. “[...O]ur avatars exist in the virtual world known as ‘“Wonderland’'*”, he
declares, prompting Arisugawa to respond with a comparison to other modern, online
alter-egos: internet handles and avatars in multiplayer games.!® This technocentric,
modern perspective marks a clear distinction from Wonderland’s archaic whimsy.
Even though these two worlds are part of the same overarching narrative, they
contrast (and so divide) each other generically. Just as John Clute divides the time
travel narratives of Richard A Lupoff’s “12:01pm” and Harold Ramis’ hit film
Groundhog Day as science fiction and fantasy, respectively, on the basis of their need
(or lack thereof) to justify their fantastical elements, so does Kobayashi carefully
distribute exposition.!® The characters in Ari’s world actively seek answers to their
ontological questions through physics and philosophy, while the Alice sections
demand no explanation for the novel’s breaches from reality as we know it. The result

B ITHRBHEAINACHEDEEZOARE I X T 1] from the novel’s Japanese amazon listing in 2024. (7 ') X%
L, Amazon.co.jp) As indicated earlier, the term honkaku translates to ‘orthodox’ but is generally equatable to the
term ‘golden age mystery’ or “‘whodunnit’ in the context of mystery fiction, hence my translating of it as ‘classic-
style.”
T [RBEOE] WS REHERICHEADT—T72—ILAEEL TL D] Translation is my own.
15 Kobayashi, Yasumi. Arisu-goroshi. Tokyo Sogen Bunko., 2013, pp. 71.
16 Clute, John. “Grail, Groundhog, Godgame: Or, Doing Fantasy.” Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts, vol. 10, no.
4 (40), 2000, pp. 334-337.
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is a clear message to the reader: the Alice portions are fantasy; the Ari portions are
science-fiction. Nevertheless, because the very mechanism that underpins the science
fiction conventions of the Ari portions is drawn directly from the original Alice books
which both end with the titular girl waking from a dream, Kobayashi retains the
ability to smoothly allow the generic conventions of one space to smoothly cross into
the other.

Plainly, the two worlds — Wonderland and Modern Japan — function as spaces
to teach the audience how to read genre. While the way Kobayashi’s dual-narrative
structure draws the reader's attention to the immediate contrast between the two
settings could be considered a disruption in the reading experience, rather than
causing friction between genres, this dual-narrative format serves not to generate
structural clashes but rather to reciprocally enhance the pleasure the reader gains from
these diverse genres.

Arisu-goroshi’s Genre in Context

Having defined the two worlds which Arisu-goroshi takes as its stage in terms of genre
— the comic-fantasy Alice narrative vs. the SF-mystery Ari narrative — this is far from
the extent of Arisu-goroshi’s genre blending. While the movement between the
narratives initially serves to sequester reader expectations, allowing for a smooth
transition between genres alongside the transition between settings, as the narrative
progresses the generic elements in the Wonderland setting are revisited in the modern
setting and vice-versa. What the dual-narrative structure provides, then, is a way to
mitigate audience confusion or hesitation when these various genres begin to bleed
into each other. In practice, Kobayashi utilises Arisu-goroshi’s structure to individually
define each generic part that combines to construct the narrative’s whole. Moreover,
in addition to the aforementioned genres, Arisu-goroshi also repeatedly borrows the
conventions of the horror novel — in particular, the cosmic horror (or Lovecraftian
horror) subgenre.

While the dual narrative structure helps soothe tensions between genres, a
blend of genres this broad and eclectic is only possible where there is prior existing
cultural context that assuages — if not dispels — the reader’s hesitance to the blending.
That is, some level of “neighbourliness” to return to Rieder. In the case of Arisu-
goroshi, Kobayashi benefits both from a long history of Japanese mystery fiction
engaging with science-fiction and horror — making the inclusion then of comic
nonsense a far shorter leap — plus well-established iconography to help establish and
curate reader expectations.

As prior noted, Arisu-goroshi is simply one in a long series of Japanese Alice
Mysteries. Arisu-goroshi is far from the first, nor the last, honkaku mystery plot set in
Wonderland. It is only reasonable to conclude that Kobayashi benefitted significantly
from a pre-existing openness to marriage between the setting and the genre.
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Both Lewis Carroll’s Alice novels and the first instances of ‘Golden Age’
mystery fiction — such as the works of Poe, Doyle and Gaboriau — were first translated
into Japanese following the end of the country’s self-imposed period of isolation in
1854. Critically, during this period, Japan experienced a mass importation and
translation of previously unseen Western literature in what Sato describes as “Japan’s
anachronistic reception of Western literatures, classic and modern at the same time]...]
which introduced “world masterpieces” of Western literatures regardless of genre and
period.”" In addition, lacking the years spent establishing many of these imported
genres, the Japanese public was tasked to categorise these texts without the frame of
reference held in their countries of origin. As a result, many imported books were
subject to genre-debate — such as when the 1892-1893 serialisation of Uchida Roan’s
translation of Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment — Tsumi to batsu —was controversially
classed as detective fiction.”® The boundaries of this era’s detective fiction were
especially ambiguous. In the Taishou period of 1912-1926, the Japanese detective novel
was inextricably linked to science fiction with works such as Oguri Mushitarou’s
Kokushikan satsujin jiken (The Black Death Mansion Murders) and Yumeno
Kyuusaku’s Dogura magura remaining equally influential cornerstones of both
Japanese mystery and science fiction to this day.

In Japan, horror holds a similarly close relationship to the mystery genre. In
addition to science-fiction, the early Japanese mystery novels of the Taishou period
were heavily defined by the sensibilities and aesthetics of the contemporaneous
eroguronansensu — ‘erotic, grotesque, nonsensical’ — movement. As a movement,
eroguronansensu — true to its name — centred around presenting the aberrant, shocking,
and taboo (socially, psychologically, and physically) through absurdism and dark
humour.”” Emerging as a social trend simultaneous to and under the eroguronansensu
movement, early Japanese mystery fiction often exemplified the movement being
dark, gory, and salacious. So deeply was the Japanese mystery novel connected to this
movement that the figurehead of eroguronansensu and the title the father of the
Japanese mystery novel are both attributed to the same author: Edogawa Ranpo.?
Moving out of the eroguronansensu movement, the development of Japanese horror
and Japanese mystery fiction remained in tandem as Nakagawa identifies Ranpo’s
mentee Yokomizo Seishi — another foundational figure for the Japanese mystery novel,
and one of the defining authors of the style of mystery fiction that would later come
to be defined honkaku-style mystery fiction — as one of the progenitors of the ‘Japanese
gothic.”#! This perceived compatibility between horror and mystery — or at least the

17 Sato, Kumiko. Culture of desire and technology: Postwar literatures of science fiction in the United States and
Japan, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2005, pp. 50.

18 Saito, Satoru. Detective Fiction and the Rise of the Japanese Novel, 1880-1930. Harvard University Asia Center,
2012, pp. 16-17.

¥ Silverberg, M.R. Erotic grotesque nonsense: The mass culture of Japanese modern times (asia pacific modern),
Berkeley and Los Angeles, California: University of California Press, 2006, p.p. 38-39.

20 Sundin, L. Japanese Crime Fiction as World Literature. Clues (Bowling Green, Ohio), 2023, 41(1), pp. 86.

21 Note that Nakagawa is specifically focused on the 1977 film adaptation of Yokomizo’s 1951 mystery novel
(featuring his series detective Kindaichi Kousuke) Yatsuhaka-mura and its influence.
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audiences for said genres — is best encapsulated by Sawamura Ichi’s 2021 novel Yogen
no shima (Island of Prophecy) whose marketing proudly boasts that it's “a mystery on
your first readthrough, a horror novel on your second.”*

To date, it remains commonplace in Japan for major authors of detective fiction
to also be accomplished writers of horror, science fiction, or both. Consider authors
like Akagawa Jirou, Kyogoku Natsuhiko, Mitsuda Shinzou, or Ayatsuji Yukito, who
have seen significant success as both horror and mystery novelists. Author and critic
Kasai Kiyoshi goes as far as claiming in an interview with Larry McCaffery that, for
him, writing both mystery and science fiction novels is largely the same as “[b]oth of
them are formula fiction, and both of them are really gadget-oriented.”? Moreover, it
is not uncommon to find works within the subgenre of tokushu settei or ‘special setting’
mystery fiction which typically utilise settings within the science-fiction or fantasy
genres to construct their puzzles (To note, Arisu-goroshi would also count as an
example of ‘special setting” mystery fiction). For readers of Japanese mystery fiction,
it bears noting that this is hardly a niche subgenre with popular, respected authors
who write almost exclusively within the subgenre, such as Shirai Tomoyuki or Houjou
Kie,* frequently appearing in yearly rankings such as publisher Hara Shobou’s
Honkaku Best 10 or publisher Takarajimasha’s Kono misuteri ga sugoi (This Mystery is
Amazing).

Kobayashi Yasumi, too, was an accomplished author in all three fields of SF,
horror, and mystery, having received the Nihon Horror Shousetsu Taishou award for his
short story Gangu shuriya (Toy Reanimator) in 1995, as well as being posthumously
awarded the Nihon SF taishou award in 2021. Placed within this context, Arisu
Goroshi’s use of science-fiction and horror elements is hardly surprising. In contrast
to the common Western belief that fantastical, supernatural, or science-fiction
elements are antithetical to the mystery novel, the Japanese reader has been long
prepared to expect (even welcome!) such genre-blending.

Furthermore, among those aforementioned ‘special setting’” novels are many
that borrow their settings from other works. I have already noted Masahiko Kuni’s
1937 Alice Mystery but we can also see a successful instance of the practice in Yamada
Futarou’s 1954 novel Youi kinpeibai (The Bewitching Plum in the Golden Vase) which
draws its setting from the 16th-century Chinese novel of manners, Jin Ping Mei. For
more current examples, consider Ashibe Taku’s Murder in the Red Chamber — translated

2T PFEIEFIRTY, ZEBEKRI—, | (PEDS, amazon.co.jp ) as per the amazon listing at time of writing.
Translation is my own.

2 Kasai, Kiyoshi., McCaffery, Larry., Gregory, Sinda., Tatsumi, Takayuki. “A Meaning in Art That's No Longer
Possible: An Interview With Kiyoshi Kasai.” The Review of Contemporary Fiction 22nd Jul, 2002, p.p.59.

24T'd like to make particular note of Houjou Kie’s 2022 novel Meitantei ni kanbi naru shi wo carrying the English
alternate title Delicious Death for Detectives — though translating closer to A Sweet Death for the Great Detectives —
which makes a similar formal move to Arisu-goroshi by separating its narrative into two codified settings (the
world of a virtual reality video game and the real world.) The dual narrative structure is somewhat common as a
technique for initially sequestering genre expectations in ‘special setting” mysteries with works like Minami
Asov’s 2025 novel Pandora Brain which follows two investigations separated temporally, with the past
investigation taking place within a functioning ‘science fiction” lab.
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to English in 2012 — which is set within the world of Cao Xueqin’s 18th-century classic
Dream of the Red Chamber, or Konno Tenryu’s 2021 novel Shinderera-jou satsujin jiken
(The Cinderella-Castle Murder) which is set within the world of the Cinderella
fairytale. In fact, Arisu-goroshi is only the first of a series of novels featuring murders
within the various worlds of classic children’s literature. Kobayashi released the first
sequel in 2016, Kurara-goroshi (The Murder of Clara) drawing from the works of E.T.A
Hoffman, and the last, Tinkaberu-goroshi (The Murder of Tinkerbell) in 2020 for a total
of four entries.

Nevertheless, to attribute the success of Arisu-goroshi’s genre solidarity solely
to the Japanese reader being generally less strict about the mystery novel’s generic
boundaries would be to neglect the power of Alice as a symbol in mystery fiction. In
the epigraph of this paper, Hayasaka’s protagonist claims that Alice resonates with
mystery writers and readers because she represents a sense of logic that is hidden
within the illogical. This is a claim shared by Kennell who notes that the pen name of
one of the foremost Japanese writers of honkaku mystery fiction, Arisugawa Arisu,
invokes Alice in an appeal to “the logical girl who sails through an unlogical
Wonderland” and returns unharmed.? Because the shadow of Alice remains present
through Japanese mystery fiction through authors like Arisugawa, the ideal reader of
Arisu-goroshi who is familiar with both mystery fiction and Alice is likely to have
already drawn the parallel between the structure of Carroll’s humour and the
mystery’s narrative form whereby the surface of the absurd - for example, an
impossible crime — actually conceals a methodical logic. The pleasure, then, for both
Alice and the mystery is unpacking the logic that serves as an absurdist backbone. As
a result, for the Japanese reader, the mystery and the comic-fantasy are mediated
through familiarity with Alice as both a symbol of logic in the face of the nonsensical
and safe travel between disparate worlds (and their varied rules).

As a point of reference, Western readers may consider Kobayashi’s similar use
of the iconography of H.P. Lovecraft’s ‘Cthulhu Mythos” as an intertextual bridge.?
Like Alice, Lovecraftiana has become indelible staples of Japanese popular culture.
Lovecraftian imagery, motifs and references to his mythos abound in Japanese manga,
videogames and film in an exceptional instance of cultural crossover (Brown). Unlike
Alice, however, Lovecraftiana holds a similar power as a generic mediator in Western
discourse. Simply consider the frequency with which terms like the ‘New Weird’,
authors like the openly Lovecraft-influenced China Miéville, or books like Nick
Mamatas’s 2004 Move Under Ground or Matt Ruff’s 2016 Lovecraft Country appear in
discussions of genre-blending.

Kobayashi draws on Lovecraft within Arisu-goroshi too, establishing the
connection early on when, looking over a collection of books Mary Ann is carrying for

% Kennell, Amanda. Alice in Japanese Wonderlands: Translation, Adaptation, Mediation, 150.

2% Consider Kobayashi’s debut short story which combines horror and coming of age themes, Gangu shuriya, in
which children seek out the help of a creature they call the “Yougu Souto Houtofu” — a childish
mispronunciation of Yog-Sothoth or Yogu-Sotoosu in Japanese — in order to mend their broken toys (5-43).
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the White Rabbit, Alice finds that they “all have strange titles that seem to be in Latin
such as the Necro-something, or the Something-of-Eibon”? in an overt reference to
the cursed tomes such as the Necronomicon associated with the mythos.?® Where
invoking Alice allows the text movement between grounded and realistic worlds and
fanciful or fantastical worlds, Lovecraftiana reinforces the ability of the science-fiction
and fantasy genres to cohabitate with others. By combining both references to
Lovecraft in conjunction with Alice, Kobayashi reinforces the pathway between
worlds of Comic-Fantasy and Science-Fiction, as well as Horror and Comic-Fantasy.
This pathway allows for thematic punning such as Kobayashi’s treatment of the Red
King from Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass. In Through the Looking Glass, Alice
wonders whether she has dreamt up the Red King and his world, or if the Red King
has dreamt up Alice and her world.

“Why, [The Red King is dreaming] about you!” Tweedledee exclaimed,
clapping his hands triumphantly. “And if he left off dreaming about you,
where do you suppose you'd be?[...] You'd be nowhere. Why, you're
only a sort of thing in his dream!”

“If that there King was to wake,” added Tweedledum, “you’d go out—
bang! —just like a candle!”%

For Carroll, this ambiguity is just another example of the absurdity of Wonderland —
even Alice, herself, acknowledges how ridiculous the situation is despite her initial
distress. For Kobayashi, this question is leveraged to transform the Red King into a
figure of cosmic horror. In the final chapters of Arisu-goroshi, Kobayashi builds upon
Carroll by presenting the Red King is an “omnipresent”® hivemind within
Wonderland that dreams Earth into existence leading into the final chapter of Arisu-
goroshi where the Red King wakes up.® The novel concludes with the following
apocalyptic scene where the reality of modern-day Japan appears to collapse, giving
way to the absurdity of Wonderland.

“In the first place, dreams are things that don’t make sense. However, a
dream that you're experiencing deeply almost makes sense and seems
almost as if it’s real. Those dreams last a long time. This dream was also
one of those. However, it's already reached its limit. The slight
contradictions piling up have become impossible to ignore. So, the

Z [PYREELY EBREER-, RO OBAELED., TARVBAENEWVWSSTUEL LEHWHESR
DOARIEMY f2 51z, | Translation is my own.
28 Kobayashi, Yasumi, Arisu-goroshi, 84.

2 Kobayashi, Yasumi, Arisu-goroshi, 167.
% [{R7E] Translation is my own.
31 Kobayashi, Yasumi, Arisu-goroshi, 307-308.
32 Kobayashi, Yasumi, Arisu-goroshi, 366-367.
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dream is collapsing and the Red King is waking up.” [Said the Cheshire
Cat.]

Ari looked at the world around her.

The sun waxed and waned and the devil came down from the sky and
angels crawled out from the Earth’s surface.

Fire-breathing kaiju were haunted by youkai and things like fish and
whales were soaring through the sky. Earth and Mars and Jupiter and
Saturn and the Cetus constellation aligned and the Unnamable Ones
began to cross over.*

Here two parallels are being drawn through the Red King. The first is that Kobayashi’s
version of the Red King as a being that dreams our world into existence is immediately
evocative of common conceptions of Lovecraft’s Azathoth, the ‘blind idiot god” who
also dreams up our reality and whose waking would spell the end of the world — in
the words of Tweedledum: bang! -- just like a candle. The second is that by placing it
in the context of the cosmic horror genre, the title Red King becomes a pun on Robert
W. Chambers’ The King in Yellow — the titular figure, also known as Hastur, having
been adopted as another common icon in Lovecraftiana. What this process of punning
and paralleling produces is an example of light genre solidarity, whereby imagery
Carroll originally uses to generate humour through absurdity is rendered sinister
when read through the lens of another genre.

In summary, Kobayashi makes use of his dual narrative an existing cultural
context that considers science-fiction and horror to be ‘neighbourly’ genres of the
mystery novel, as well as familiar

Genre Solidarity Between Absurdist Comedy and Honkaku Mystery in Arisu-
goroshi

Having established the formal qualities of Arisu-goroshi that allow genre solidarity to
occur, what does genre solidarity look like in practice? The following section taken
from the novel’s climax, illustrates a notable instance of Kobayashi engaging in genre
solidarity between Carrollian comic absurdity and the mystery genre.

In Chapter sixteen of the novel, Ari confronts the culprit: the associate professor
Hiroyama (or, more accurately, her counterpart in Wonderland.) Prior to this point,
Hiroyama has exonerated herself as a suspect by falsely claiming that her counterpart
in Wonderland is the Duchess (who has an alibi for the murders.) In reality, her

B [ T2HZLFEFAENEDLLTVLDE, FIFE, ETHI3FEREER, BELTENETNT, £HTHRE
AE=WEATE, TABERRELT S, SEDELTAREREof, EHE, 3 5BRSE, NERFEVEHE
BHEERTELLS, TLT, FEFHEL. FOEREFZEAED L LIZHD]

BEFHAZRE L,

AENFBELRITEL, ENLEBMNBYIL, thEMSRFELBEH LT,

Kznt CIEEARKIELBITIY D, BVEMAEZRA T, HKEKBERBELTEE K LoEMNMRE
ERY, BRI DELAEY 28O TUM=, ] Translation is my own.
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counterpart is the White Rabbit’s maid, Mary Ann. This lie is ultimately undone
thanks to a dying message left by Bill the Lizard, Mary Ann’s last victim.

The message — “it’s impossible for the Duchess to be the culprit”3* — initially
appears to be entirely useless as all characters involved are aware that the Duchess
holds an ironclad alibi.*® However, this apparently impotent clue prompts the
following line of reasoning directing Ari towards the culprit:

“T was also aware that the Duchess had an alibi. However, since Bill
intentionally went out of his way to write the dying message, I figured
his intention was to send me an alert in some way. After all, to need to
know that the Duchess is not the culprit, you need to suspect the
Duchess of being the culprit. In other words, there is sufficient evidence
to suspect the Duchess is the culprit.”

“In other words, I — who said the Duchess was my avatar — am
suspicious?”

“Right. And once I suspected you, everything connected. [...]”3¢

Here Kobayashi is directly invoking the parallel between the humour of the Alice
books and the mystery novels implied by authors like Arisugawa. Though Ari’s
reasoning is the basis of the novel’s grand denouement, it is also reliant on the
conventions of the original Alice books in how Kobayashi’s writing mimics the style
of wordplay utilised by Carrol. Much of the humour in the Alice novels relies on what
is referred to as Unlogic, the use of an overly-semantic reading of phrases to produce
conclusions that appear illogical or nonsensical but actually contain a strong internal
logic.?” As Spacks suggests, the humorous nonsense of Wonderland comes about from
a rigidly semantic reading of language that is more, not less, logical than our common
sense.® Rather than taking a remark at its implicit or instinctive meaning, residents of
Wonderland scrutinise the parts that make the whole —to absurd effect. This wordplay
is what Kurisugawa ultimately employs to decode Arisu-goroshi’s smoking gun.
Here, through Ari’s seemingly-backwards logic, Bill's words appear to prove
their opposite: we should suspect the Duchess because it is impossible for her to be the
culprit — and since the Duchess can’t be the culprit, that means the Duchess is not the

# [ABRADMLAEZENS ZEEFEHYFELEWLD (Translation is my own)
% Kobayashi, Yasumi, Arisu-goroshi, 255.
% TRBRACZTIUNAMDBHZDIE, BDIzLEH->TWEL, TH, ThZHIHIEC LS 2 LI, BA
LIDEEREDERNHDEEZ LIZA, 22T, D2BRAMLATHEVWGZATILEEZEZLLTELELE
WS ZEIE, RBRATLANELEFE STV EVWSZERATY, 2FY. RFRANLATHD L. BSIZE
LD HBHENSTETT

DFY, ABXRAPEBRDT—T 72 —LIEEE>TLAHI-LAMELINE ?

£5TY, TLT. —EHUHLERS LITRTHAEN>TERDTT, [...]1 (Translation is my own.)
% Kennell, Amanda. Alice in Japanese Wonderlands: Translation, Adaptation, Mediation, 191.
3 Spacks, Patricia Meyer. “Logic and Language In “Through the Looking Glass.”
ETC: A Review of General Semantics, vol. 18, no. 1, 1961, pp. 91-100. JSTOR
Sundin, L. Japanese Crime Fiction as World Literature. Clues (Bowling Green, Ohio), 2023, 41(1), pp. 92-94.
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Duchess. Or, to frame Ari’s conclusion in Carrollian terms: since the Duchess is not
the culprit, the culprit must be the not-Duchess.

This is a major departure from the logical reasoning of Sherlock Holmes.
Nonetheless, Ari’s interpretation of the sign, the clue, is proven correct by the simple
fact that it accurately pinpoints the killer. Under normal circumstances, it is hard to
imagine the reader being convinced by this logic, however — something which would
be self-defeating for the average classical-style mystery novel. If the mystery novel is,
as Singer posits in “The Whodunnit as Riddle’, a game that hinges upon the reader's
acceptance of the solution, a train of logic that requires accepting a statement as
demonstrating its own opposite is less than satisfying, indeed.* Nevertheless, the fact
that Arisu-goroshi has been embraced by Japanese mystery readers indicates a general
acceptance of this solution.?* The reason lies in how Kobayashi uses the novel’s
Wonderland chapters to successfully train the reader in the proper interpretation of
this clue. By this point in the novel, the reader has spent a substantial amount of time
in Wonderland becoming acquainted with the particular pattern of thinking followed
by its inhabitants, (even more so for the reader who brings their knowledge of the
canonical Alice books). It is no wonder, then, that the correct interpretation of a puzzle
left by one of said inhabitants should require that same unlogical thinking.

In terms of traditional notions of genre-blending, this scene is notable in its
clarity of identity. The structure and language of the scene conform perfectly to our
expectations of the mystery novel. The detective has an epiphany leading to the re-
examination of the clue, the events of the crime are expressed as a coherent narrative,
and the culprit’s confession confirms the veracity of the detective’s interpretation.
Meanwhile, the hallmarks of the comic novel are absent; there are no overt attempts
at humour. Neither Hiroyama nor Ari react to the absurdity of the logic, nor does
Kobayashi signal any shift in tone. This scene is not ambiguous in its generic identity;
it is not a liminal point between comic-fantasy and mystery (this is not the birth of the
comic-mystery!) but it is also not executed in an ironic or subversive way as in the
mashup.

Yet, in this scene, the affective pleasure of the mystery genre is reliant upon the
way Kobayashi has utilised comic conventions throughout the rest of the text. For the
reasons expressed above, sans the Carrollian wordplay throughout the Wonderland
chapters, the novel fails what Pierre Bayard calls the VanDine principle — that the truth
be hidden in plain sight, provided the reader is savvy enough to spot it.*! This VanDine
Principle is, of course, just one among many iterations of the Golden Age detective
novel’s claim to “fairplay.” Whether it is early author and critics attempts to codify the

% Singer, Eliot A. “The Whodunit as Riddle: Block Elements in Agatha Christie.” Western Folklore, vol. 43, no. 3,
1984, pp. 157-71. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/1499897. Accessed 31 July 2025, pp. 157.

40 The entry for Arisu-goroshi on the publisher, Tokyo Sogensha’s, website lists five awards, four of which are
devoted to mystery novels — notably, Arisu-goroshi came 6th in the Honkaku Mystery Best 10 award for 2014,
indicating again that readers accepted this novel as a ‘classic-style’ mystery. (7 'J %% L, Tsogen)

4 Bayard, Pierre. Who Killed Roger Ackroyd?: The Mystery behind the Agatha Christie Mystery. Translated by Carol
Cosman, Fourth Estate, 2000, pp. 20.
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‘rules’ of the game, the assumption that the author is actively giving the reader all the
necessary information to deduce the solution to the mystery is a core assumption of
the mystery novel as ‘game.” At least for the classic mystery, and this holds true for
the honkaku mystery, it is this ludic property of the genre that is key to the reader’s
enjoyment of the mystery.

In return, the framing of the mystery novel emphasises the absurdity of the
novel’s Wonderland chapters. As Moretti found, one of the primary affordances of the
mystery genre is that the search for clues heightens the readers” awareness of the text.*
Consider, then, what occurs when that heightened awareness is applied to a setting
that is consciously absurd. Moreover, consider that the comedy at hand is rooted
particularly in the nuances of language — of wordplay and punning. It is no stretch of
the imagination that the affective goals of Arisu-goroshi’s comic sections reciprocally
benefit from the parallel presence of the mystery genre.

Though the comedy and mystery are rarely — if ever — directly intertwined, the
goals of the disparate genres are mutually reinforced by the existence of the other, as
well as allowing for a sharing of generic affordances.

Conclusion

Arisu-goroshi — as perhaps all Japanese Alice Mysteries do — demonstrates both the
immense possibilities and limitations of genre solidarity as a technique. Where genre
solidarity is most potent as a technique is in how it allows a text to borrow genre
affordances, without necessitating an ongoing negotiation between genre
expectations. The structural clashes and/or inconsistencies that arise when attempting
to work within two genres simultaneously are subdued, if not absent, when engaging
in genre solidarity. After all, the affective goals of the genres being engaged remain
separate and distinct. However, the proximity of the individual genre spaces allows
for the borrowing and reinterpreting of conventions in novel ways.

Nevertheless, genre solidarity cannot be achieved without first teaching the
audience how to read the genres engaged with. Moreover, the text requires a formal
structure that can accommodate the shifting between different genre spaces such as
Arisu-goroshi’s use of dreams to construct two connected but distinct narratives. Most
pressing, however, is that genre solidarity is not universal, but culturally contextual.
Unlike new blended/hybrid genres which can carry their own expectations, genre
solidarity is reliant on an audience willing to accept multiple genres being placed in
conversation. Genre solidarity is, after all, a subset of — not an alternate to — genre
blending and genre hybridisation. Unless the reader is already predisposed to accept
that the individual genres can coexist, genre solidarity cannot occur.

However, while this cultural specificity is a limitation of genre solidarity as a
narrative technique, it is a major part of what makes genre solidarity a powerful means

42 Moretti, Franco. "The Slaughterhouse of Literature." MLQ: Modern Language Quarterly, vol. 61 no. 1, 2000, pp.
207-227. Project MUSE, https://muse.jhu.edu/article/22852, pp. 218.
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of engaging with texts. By examining where genre solidarity occurs within a set of
texts, we are given insight into which genres a given culture sees as malleable, and
which are considered concrete. As the subset of Alice Mysteries within Japanese
mystery fiction demonstrates, for example, mystery fiction is notably more pliable in
Japan than it is in the West. Moreover, by focusing on the way texts repurpose generic
elements in ways that are visible — yet in conversation, not contrast — we are better able
to express the affective movements being made by the text.

Arisu-goroshi successfully redefines disparate generic elements to serve the
affective goal of other genres without causing any genre confusion in the reader or
generating structural obtrusion. Kobayashi is able to achieve this through both the
formal and cultural elements of the novel. Formally, the dual structure of the narrative
allows him to prime the reader before transforming conventions for use outside their
endemic genre. Culturally, Kobayashi makes extensive use of the reader’s familiarity
with Alice and Lovecraft’s work as recognisable symbols to guide the reader through
the narrative’s generic shifts. Ultimately, Kobayashi engages in an act of genre
solidarity by reframing both the techniques and imagery associated with Alice (as well
as Lovecraftiana) in service of honkaku mystery’s affective goals.

In conclusion, allow me to answer the question I posed at the outset: where and
when is Carollian nonsense a mystery novel? Whenever you're aware Carrolian
nonsense is a novel mystery, of course.
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Here and There

Patrick McCarthy

When Cormac McCarthy wrote, ‘Death is what the living carry with them’, he was scribing
not from a suicidal or nihilistic perspective, but one suffused with fascination and hope. When
I consider the things that unify people, the ties that bind us together, I think not of joy, family
or love, but the finite nature of our existence, the decay and death that ultimately give our little
lives such wondrous meaning. My poetry collection intends to inure in the reader the courage
that reckoning with death grants us not only solidarity but strength, and to convey a sense of
peace about facets we as a species find scary and disturbing, so that they may illuminate the
ability to confront the eternal questions: in “Shadow”, that we aren’t defined by our past
mistakes; in “Dust”, that our ephemeral being makes it precious; in “Same Old Sun”, that the
fictions we weave are worth fighting for. Hopefully these three poems provide a resting place
where fascination and hope can flourish, if only for a short, treasured while.
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1) Shadow
My shadow mirrors whatever I do —

I see it there stuck to my shoe,

Patrick McCarthy

Reminding me of what I've been through:

The errors I have made,

The triumphs to celebrate; I try to live life day to day

But it has become so clear —

For good or ill, the past is always here;

It's in my actions, in my voice,

One can see it in my stance, my poise,
And in its wake I have no choice

But to think of what I've done:

The victories hard won,

The losses I prefer to shun,

All the memories I hold so dear —

For good or ill, the past is always here;

I'm forced to delve as deep as I can,
The facets that make me a man:

All the times where instead I ran,
Rather than bravely deal with things;
My young cowardice still stings,
And in my ear that pain still rings,
All that darkness remains so near —

For good or ill, the past is always here;

http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au

37

Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement




Limina, Volume 31.1, 2026 Patrick McCarthy

But amidst all that there’s so much light,
And of that fact I shan’t lose sight;

I'll say thanks before bed every night

For all the pleasures sent my way;

Cherished times brighten my day,

And with that strength I bid come what may,
And take it on without any fear —

For good or ill, the past is always here;

There’s no point clouding what’s done with hate —
You'll always have to carry that weight

Through every vicissitude of fate,

Because, in the end, that is all we are:

Precious collections of well-earned scars,

Each of us aiming for the stars,

Dreaming of making our old selves cheer —

For good or ill, the past is always here!
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2) Dust
Indeed, the puppy’s muzzle will grow grey,
Of course the petal falls and turns to dust,
And yet we few are forced to bid what may,

Shoulder what we can, to accept what must;

For certain will the day become the night,
So absolutely will the heavens fall,
That we have no choice but to see the light,

To bless the sun, and heed tomorrow’s call;

No doubt will we be touched by loathsome death,
Precise it is that all we love will fade,
But that just makes more precious each new breath,

Treasured the stars, and all that they have made;

Though beauty’s fleet foot ever seems so rife,

Pursue it all the more, for such is life!
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3) Same Old Sun
We cook as one beneath the same old Sun,
Daring to wish despite the blazing ray,

Then come the shade live lies agreed upon;

Though we may want for more yet might get none,
And so in fear forget together’s way,

We cook as one beneath the same old Sun;

Forsaking legion for the urge of one,
We do recede toward a darker day,

Then come the shade lives lies agreed upon;

Delivered as we are, on earth to run,
With chance to dance, mayhaps the luck to play,

We cook as one beneath the same old Sun;

Enticed by bloodied knife the dream is done —
Taxed is the heart with only tears to pay,

Then come the shade live lies agreed upon;

Should we admit in war the soul has won,
And let the blue horizon have its say?
We cook as one beneath the same old Sun,

Then come the shade live lies agreed upon.
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On the Architecture of Collective Memory
Tess Ezzy
Form, like solidarity, is repetition with intention.

This trilogy is composed through three distinct poetic architectures—uvillanelle, sestina, and
golden shovel —each chosen not only for its constraints, but for its resonances. These are forms
that return, that circle back, that resist erasure. They hold memory the way communities hold
grief: through rhythm, ritual, and rephrasing. As Christina Sharpe writes in In the Wake,
“repetition functions as a form of black annotation, redress, and mourning” —a structure not
just of pain, but of presence (Sharpe 132).

The villanelle, in The Work of Holding On, is a structure of insistence. Its repeated lines move
like breath—steadying, mantra-like—reminding us that care is not a singular act but a daily,
imperfect offering. Its circularity echoes the quiet labour of sustaining each other through long,
shared aftermaths, echoing what Sara Ahmed describes as “the labor of holding on to the hope
for something more just” (Ahmed 223).

The sestina, in The Chain We Hold, mimics the interwoven nature of communal resilience. Its
recursive end-words function like hands in a human chain—each stanza both echo and
evolution, building pressure and tenderness stanza by stanza. Here, solidarity becomes tactile:
held, passed, rusted, restored. The logic of the sestina echoes Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s idea of
“beside thinking” —patterns that do not progress, but accumulate, fold, and reach laterally
(Sedgwick 8).

The golden shovel, in When the Weight Comes, is an act of homage and reclamation. This
contemporary form, first invented by poet Terrance Hayes in 2010, embeds a pre-existing line
of poetry into a new piece by placing each word of the source line at the end of successive lines.
It creates a poem in conversation —each line reaching backward and forward simultaneously.
My poem uses the line “we are the chain that doesn’t snap” as its spine, planting it in new soil
and letting fresh language grow from inherited truth. In doing so, it reflects how resistance
borrows language across generations —how we speak with our ancestors inside our syntax. As
Hayes notes, “the Golden Shovel can be a celebration, a lament, a protest, or a prayer” (Hayes).

Together, these forms do what all solidarities do: they bind, repeat, hold, adapt. They are not
simply about collective memory —they enact it. They show how poems can become structures
of survival.
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I. The Work of Holding On

The work of holding on is never done.
We pass the fire slowly, hand to hand.
No single light belongs to only one.

We brace each other when the storms have spun
the sky to ribbons we can't understand.
The work of holding on is never done.

The tide forgets us. Stars come all undone.
The sea devours its own exhausted sand.
No single light belongs to only one.

We hum against the silence that has won
so many names, though none it ever planned.
The work of holding on is never done.

A lullaby, a pot of rice, a sun
glinting through glass we shaped from ash and strand.
No single light belongs to only one.

So when the dark unthreads what we had spun,
remember what we carry, where we land.

The work of holding on is never done.

No single light belongs to only one.

42

http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement




Limina, Volume 31.1, 2026 Tess Ezzy

I1. The Chain We Hold (revised)

We are the chain that’s taught to hold,
even when we're built to break.

We rust in places carved by rain,

but still reach out a hand

when the world goes dark—

when no one else guards the spark.

We pass the kindling: a sleeping spark
tucked into fingers that barely hold
their own weight. Even in the dark,

we keep the rhythm —never fully break.
A cough, a coin, a clasping hand

offered quietly beneath the rain.

There’s no glamour in this rain.

No hero’s arc, just fire from spark

to stove to soul. A mother’s hand

packs lunch for three she can’t quite hold
in her budget. But she does not break,
even when the fridge light flickers dark.

Let others romanticise the dark—

we know its cold teeth, its pounding rain.
We know how woven things can break
when stretched too far without a spark.
Still, we carry what we must and hold

what we can in a stranger’s hand.

I have felt your trembling hand

in mine when the night went dark.

I have watched you fiercely hold

your ground beneath relentless rain.

Even when your voice flickered like a spark,

you stood —refused to let the moment break.
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This is not a story of a single break —
but of a thousand joined by hand,

of silence turned into a shared spark,
of torches passed in the dark,

of messages traced through rain

saying: you are still see, and still I hold.

Envoi:
So let the spark be more than myth —Ilet it not break.
Even in the rain, I will take your hand.

Even in the dark, we will hold.
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III. When the Weight Comes
Golden Shovel using the line: “We are the chain that’s taught to hold”

When the sky forgets its fire, we become the heat we
can find in gesture, voice, or silence. Still, we are
unbroken—frayed perhaps, but threaded through the
hours by hands that form an unseen chain,

each one a bearer of breath, of grief. And that’s
enough some days: to be the one who was taught
how to gather what flickers, how to

bind a moment before it slips, how to hold.

Author’s Note: This poem is a golden shovel composed using the line “We are the
chain that’s taught to hold” —the opening line of the sestina The Chain We Hold. It
acts as both homage and echo, threading the voice of one poem into the bones of

another to reflect the generational nature of resistance and care.
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Drink your orange juice on a Thursday

Angela Jones
Edith Cowan University

Drink your orange juice on a Thursday” is a beat poem chronicling the journey of two fallen
academics united by social justice education. The poem explores the rise and fall of tenure,
depicting their cycles of being adored by management for productivity, cherished by diverse
students for support, and ultimately fired for their unwavering values. It captures the heartache
and joy of true solidarity.

Key words: solidarity; work; hate; love; neoliberalism; university; zombies

They hate us:
You
with your mop of curled hair
sharp wit and sardonic stare.
Me
thick rimmed spectacles
red streaks
brown roots inching through.
We sit as one, drinking orange juice
on a rain-bleached
railway sleeper bench.
It's a Thursday in December,
we remember

they hate us.

They loved us once.
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When we taught
bums on seats.
Future thinkers;
engineers;

creative change makers;

designers and professors.

-Future bench sitters

They loved us once.
We gave them what they
wanted.
Souls?
Extracted from
lifeless remains.
Cerberus sucked souls.
Neoliberal lips hollow,
elongate hours,
exhume
thought
cavern skulls,

even exhales are devoured

-souls were the upsize

They loved us once.
We wrote all the papers,
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Saw all the faces

of the wily and wicked
students

Not GPT but chat with those
who no one else would see —
The same people

believed

those students never

should

have

been

here

- but they were.

We loved them once
upon a time, when we could be
heroes
save the souls of
those who strove
for greatness,
who
were outsiders to
words
and
wankers
and
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wizard level

bureaucracy.

They loved us once.
We saw their faces
of malcontent and
misery.
We saw
them
and believed
that
they
should be there
because,
we were all outsiders

there.

-They weren’t there anymore.
They fear us now;
insiders no more.
We still love,
what was loved
by them once before.
We sit here on the railway sleeper bench.
Benched.
Wearing jingle bell earrings
and red slacks.
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No presents from that red sack,
Sacked!
By ex-lovers in Santa hats.
We sit back
and sip that
orange juice, tinged with gin
- the final act.
A shared grin;
tulfilled pact.
Content, knowing,

they hate us.
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Lafrenz Samuels, Kathryn and Daehnke, Jon D., editors, Heritage and Democracy:
Crisis, Critique, and Collaboration; Gainesville, Florida, University Press of
Florida, 2023; hardcover, pp. 294; RRP $90 (hardcover), $180 (ebook) USD, ISBN:
9780813069623.

Heritage and Democracy, edited by Kathryn Lafrenz Samuels and Jon D. Daehnke,
explores the engagements and overlaps of heritage studies with different forms and
levels of democracy. Heritage studies — a conglomerate discipline bridging fields like
archaeology, history, cultural studies, museum sciences, etc. —is deeply implicated in
questions of democracy because the field is centrally concerned with how people
understand, preserve, control, and utilize their heritage. For a discipline analysing the
control and use of heritage, there is inherently a democratic component, because
heritage is socially conceptualised and requires the input of a group. At the same time,
heritage is generally preserved, protected, and promoted through different levels of
government (some more and some less democratic) and these differing levels of
government often function under competing mandates/objectives. These are the
tensions that the essays in the collection explore.

The book navigates the key terms of heritage and democracy in complex, multi-
faceted ways. In the introduction, the editors distinguish three primary intersections
of heritage and democracy: heritage work within and through the democratic nation-
state, democratised approaches to heritage practice, and the study of democratic
heritage(s) in themselves (4-5). The essays principally explore the first two
intersections. At the same time, the collection acknowledges that democracy itself is not
a singular thing, drawing a primary distinction between liberal and participatory
democracies (12-13). ‘Liberal democracy’ typically refers to state governments
legislating through elected representatives and/or parliamentary systems, and so they
function “officially.” By contrast, ‘participatory democracy’ refers to a broad range of
structures and strategies incorporating democratic voting or referenda into various
socio-cultural, economic, and collective spaces, thus empowering those in those spaces
to control them. Heritage work typically engages liberal democratic structures in the
form of governments — at the international, national, state/provincial, or local level —
and primarily engages participatory democracy through community-based attempts
to preserve or promote heritage organically.

Beyond the introduction (Part I), the book is structured in four parts, focusing
on different concerns within heritage studies. Part II contains two essays on ways in
which Indigenous heritage claims are navigated within the settler colonial nations of
the US (Daehnke) and Canada (Hogg et al.). This section explores how competing
claims of authority are balanced in light of multiple, sometimes mutually exclusive
priorities, and how histories of injustice and dispossession impact heritage claims. In
Part III, the focus shifts to political economics in a specifically US context, looking at
myth structures of capitalist progress in the Henry Ford Museum (Camp) and how
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communal nostalgia for a bygone mining economy in northeastern Pennsylvania is
weaponised against new immigrants (Shackel). Both chapters highlight ways in which
neoliberal political economics serve the interests of capital against communal
solidarity.

The next part, Part IV, brings together four chapters examining how heritage
concerns are complicated in multi-ethnic societies, where discourses of heritage may
exclude or delimit belonging. Jasmine Reid examines which ethnic groups’ interests
and experiences are considered legitimate within post-apartheid South Africa, looking
at the forced removal of an Indian community. Next, Magda Mankel examines how a
walk commemorating the struggles of migrants from Latin America challenges
dominant political narratives of immigration in the US. Continuing the theme of
challenging dominant narratives, Rachel and Dorothy Engmann’s chapter argues that
community-based heritage education practices in Ghana expand opportunities for
and engagements with the country’s complex history, particularly under colonialism.
Then, Lafrenz Samuels and Bobbie Foster Bhusari analyse how meme culture has (re-
)constructed US conceptions of Confederate monuments and their removal in light of
the white supremacist rally at Charlottesville, VA, in 2017.

Part V shifts focus to the ways in which different levels of government/
governance impact the preservation of heritage. Peter Gould begins the section by
theorising the relationship of heritage preservation to polycentric governance,
meaning the differing tiers of authority that function at greater or lesser removes from
the communities in which that heritage is centered. He concludes that heritage
preservation should principally be rooted locally, with higher levels of authority
providing support but exerting less control. The subsequent chapters explore
problems when national or international institutions try to control localised heritage
structures too closely, either through the Mexican government mandating
preservation without providing any material or financial support (Morgan) or by
UNESCO'’s Creative Cities Network conflicting with the living economy of a local area
(Platts).

As the summary above suggests, Heritage and Democracy brings together a
dynamic range of chapter topics — not unusual for an edited collection. While this is a
strength of the collection as a whole, it also means that many readers will prefer
individual chapters rather than the entire book. A reader interested in, say, heritage
work in Ghana (or West Africa more generally) will want to read the Engmanns’
chapter, but may not find much utility in the rest of the book. Another weakness is
that many chapters are specifically set up as case studies, which, again, is not unusual,
but does mean that their value may be limited for readers not working on those
specific aspects of heritage preservation. While some chapters (like Gould’s) are
theory heavy and therefore applicable to a wide range of other projects, many of the
case studies are less useful beyond their specific subject matter.

Between the framing of Lafrenz Samuels and Daehnke’s introduction and
conclusion and the varied critical focuses of the chapters, Heritage and Democracy
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provides a complex exploration of issues of control, power, and democracy within the
multi-disciplinary field of heritage studies. The implications of and usefulness for
those working in heritage studies should be obvious, particularly given the
international crisis of democracy (17) and the potential (mis)uses of heritage for anti-
democratic, authoritarian, and bigoted purposes. But these stakes also mean that this
book — or at least individual chapters — will be of interest to political scientists,
international relations scholars, museum science scholars, Indigenous scholars,
historians, sociologists, and cultural studies scholars. The book/chapters are generally
written accessibly, meaning they can be assigned to or read by graduate students or
advanced undergrads, though the diversity of the chapter topics probably limits how
useful the book as a whole would be for most classes. But for scholars interested in
how the use and preservation of history and culture functions within differing
democratic structures, this book will be of great interest.

Phillip Zapkin
Pennsylvania State University
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Massumi, Brian, The Personality of Power: A Theory of Fascism for Anti-Fascist
Life, Durham, Duke University Press, 2025; e-book, pp.[352], 6, 0, 0; RRP USD
$28.95; ISBN [9781478060543]

Brian Massumi’s The Personality of Power is an ambitious and demanding work that
seeks to rethink how political authority functions in the contemporary moment.
Rather than offering a historical account of fascism or a conventional analysis of recent
American politics, Massumi frames the book as a philosophical intervention aimed at
generating new conceptual tools of examining the self in a political environment. As
he makes clear in the opening pages, the study is ‘not an essay in history’, nor an
empirical sociological investigation, but rather a philosophical project concerned with
diagnosing present political tendencies through conceptual experimentation (3). This
declaration sets the tone for what follows: a densely argued reflection on personhood,
media power, and collective political affect.

The book is organised into five parts, with a postscript following at the end.
From the beginning, Massumi develops two closely related lines of argument. First,
he contends that power today is ‘repersonalized around... [the] media figure’, whose
efficacy lies in the “circulation of images and words’ that exercise ‘performative force’
in the political field (1, 73). Early in the book, he notes that the significance of Trump’s
political presence lies in how his speech and gestures function in practice, since they
‘bear more on their mode of operation than on interpretations of their meaning’ (4).
Massumi later suggests that such figures derive their political effectiveness from the
circulation of images, words, and gestures, whose “performative force’ lies in their
capacity to generate real political outcomes as they spread through media networks
(73). Authority thus emerges not primarily from ideological consistency or policy
coherence, but from the capacity of mediated signs and affects to catalyse collective
responses and shape the political field — for example, as Massumi demonstrates, a poll
from 2018 shows that 60 percent of Trump supporters approved him for his person,
and only 20 percent for his policies (19-20). In this sense, the personalisation of power
concerns not just individual psychology or quasi-religious elements; instead, power
comes from collective reactions to circulating signals and media processes.

Second, and more fundamentally, Massumi advances a philosophical
reconceptualisation of personhood; identifying the question of what constitutes a
‘person’ as the central stake of the book. Drawing on the philosophy of how reality
and subjectivity emerge through relational processes (i.e. patterns of trust and
communication that develop over time between people) with reference to notable
philosophical thinkers such as Peirce, Bergson, Whitehead, Deleuze, Guattari, and in
particular, Simondon and his theory of individuation, Massumi develops the idea that

54

http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement




Limina, Volume 31.1, 2026 Book Review

personhood emerges from a collective processes. He argues against the common
assumptions of the personal/impersonal dichotomy - that is, that individuals are self-
contained and separate from the systems around them - a task he describes as
requiring a ‘lengthy philosophical detour” which is developed in part two and
extended into part three (74). Instead, his discussions of “collective individuation’
emphasise how persons take shape together through transformative events —
illustrated with references to the January 6th attack on Capitol Hill in Washington DC,
and the circulation of political speeches and images throughout social media — rather
than existing as pre-formed entities (12-13).

This reconceptualization is developed in part two, where Massumi examines
the collective and generalised character of personhood in sections with headings such
as ‘A Person Is a General Idea’, ‘Corporate Persons’, and ‘Multiple Persons in Joint
Possession.” He extends this analysis into part three through discussions of figuration,
affect, and the media figure; which explores how political figures emerge within
perceptual fields rather than as isolated individuals. Here, Massumi focuses on how
affect circulates and intensifies through media environments, and how political
figures gain influence by resonating with shared feelings and perceptions (133-144).
Together, these chapters construct a conceptual vocabulary for understanding
political authority as dynamic, relational formations. This framework is extended into
part four, where Massumi examines how political statements can produce real
consequences, irrespective of their empirical truth. In part five, he focuses on belief
and resentment, showing how shared emotions help sustain political attachment.
While these chapters deepen the analysis, they largely develop themes already
established in earlier parts rather than introducing new conceptual directions.

Readers used to historical or political science definitions of fascism may find
Massumi’s approach unusual. Rather than trying to define fascism as a specific type
of regime with fixed institutional features, he focuses on what he calls ‘fascisizing
tendencies’ — early signs or processes through which political movements begin to
mobilise fear, exclusion, or hostility in ways that could develop into authoritarian
politics (4). Massumi offers a way to think about resisting fascism, but he does not
offer concrete policy solutions. His intervention is conceptual — he implies that
resistance must work at the level of media circulation, by disrupting how political
attachments are produced and sustained (85). His argument is that fascism should not
only be understood as a past historical system, but as a possibility that can take shape
in contemporary democracies when particular emotional, communicative, and social
dynamics come together. Instead of asking is this fascism or not?, Massumi asks are there
processes here that could lead to fascism?

One of the book’s strengths lies in its insistence that modern politics cannot be
understood solely through institutional analysis or ideological critique. Massumi
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draws attention to the role of media environments, emotional intensities, and
performative political gestures in shaping collective attachments. His discussion of
how political figures function as nodes within distributed networks of meaning is
particularly suggestive for scholars interested in populism, digital culture, or
contemporary political communication. Even where the theoretical language becomes
abstract, the underlying claim — that authority today is produced as much through
circulation and participation as it is through formal structures — rings true.

At the same time, the book’s philosophical density presents challenges. The
extended conceptual discussions of personhood, collective individuation, and
affective modulation — understood as the way political discourse and media
circulation shape and amplify collective emotional responses — can feel far removed
from the concrete political events that initially motivate the project. Readers seeking
an empirical analysis of Trump-era politics will not find it here. The political examples
serve primarily as illustrative material, while the core of the argument unfolds at a
theoretical level. For some readers, this imbalance may limit the book’s usefulness in
explaining concrete political developments, despite the originality of its conceptual
framework.

Ultimately, The Personality of Power is best understood not as a definitive
account of fascism or a comprehensive study of recent political events, but as a
theoretical toolkit for thinking about how power is staged and experienced in the
present. Its contribution lies less in providing empirical answers than in reframing the
questions scholars might ask about authority, media, and collective political identity.
For historians and political theorists alike, the book’s value will depend on the reader’s
willingness to engage with its conceptual ambitions. Those looking for archival depth
or institutional analysis may find it frustrating, but readers interested in the
philosophical underpinnings of contemporary political culture will encounter a
challenging and thought-provoking work.

Georgia Whittaker!
The University of Western Australia

" ORCID: 0009-0000-8338-1651
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Plett, Casey, On Community; Windsor, Canada, Biblioasis, 2023, paperback, pp.
184, RRP: $27.99 AUD, ISBN: 9781771965774.

In The Moment of the Essay (2024), Daniel Juckes proposes the personal essay as a form
that, when written well, facilitates an ‘important moment of contact’ between a reader
and an authorial persona partially constituted, via reference and quotation, of other
voices (15). In this way, the personal essay becomes ‘an instrument of encounter, a
meeting place” (10). It would seem a form exceptionally adapted to engaging the
theme of community; it is also one that Casey Plett, in her 2023 publication On
Community, works with deftly and with warmth.

Casey Plett is a Canadian writer best known for her fiction publications,
including the 2014 short story collection A Safe Girl to Love and 2018 novel Little Fish.
She is also the publisher at LittlePuss Press, described on its website as ‘a feminist
press run by trans women’.! On Community is her first book-length offering in the
personal essay genre, and takes an interest in the seemingly intractable problems of
community as a concept and as a facet of social life. Plett’s writing style is (aptly)
conversational, and her playful rendering of the personal essay form prevents her
work from feeling overly abstract, even as the essay wends its way through an eclectic
bibliography of relevant thinkers. My reading of Plett’s work takes cues from Juckes’
thoughts on the personal essay as a form in The Moment of the Essay, to suggest that
beyond making her work approachable, the toolkit of the personal essay form also
plays an integral role in enabling Plett to explore her subject of community on its own
terms.

Characteristic of the personal essay genre is the way On Community moves
associatively between ideas, references to other writers, anecdotes, and the thoughts
of friends who read early drafts of the essay — relishing, as Juckes puts it, “hybridity,
variety, and personality” (3). Plett’s essay takes on an idiosyncratic, sinuous shape, its
chapters on major themes such as “The Power of the Group” and ‘A Part of Something’
punctuated by several enumerated chapters on ‘Assumptions’, as well as miscellanea
like ‘A Small Working List of Synonyms for Community’, echoing the shifting nature
of conversation topics within a group. In this way, Plett brings into conversation
various perspectives on how we might understand the workings of communities
without attempting to draw hard conceptual borders around community as an idea.

The conclusions Plett comes to when working through her theme’s problems
often take the form of practical suggestions, left open-ended to the reader, and offered
in the spirit of the provisional and the speculative. Early in the book, Plett muses on
the obfuscating vagueness with which the term community is so often invoked across
contexts ranging from journalism, advertisements, and political speeches to everyday

1 See https://www littlepuss.net/about-us-mob
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conversations, usually in the form ‘the [X] community” (16). She offers a series of
questions that occur to her when trying to gain clarity on such usages, including: ‘How
does this person know about the [X] community? What are the borders of the [X] community?
[...] How can that writer possibly decide who gets to speak for the community?” (16, italics in
original). Though she acknowledges the role of discursive context, alongside the
difficulty — ultimately, impossibility — of defining exactly where the boundaries of any
community lie, Plett emphasises the importance of specificity when discussing
communities as a way of moving towards honesty, away from overreach. This could
be in the form of ‘at least one modifying adjective, perhaps several” (21). She also
suggests the phrase, ‘my [X] communities’, as in ‘my writer communities’ (21), evoking
the limits of the speaker’s epistemic standpoint and the fact that for the most part,
communities associated with shared interests or demographics are not singular. Plett’s
approach here establishes the essay’s rhythm and way of thinking: engaging broader
problems of the cultural moment, but always returning to the scope of the personal,
to the practicalities that concern her own engagement with communities, giving
readers space to consider theirs.

When Plett eventually does float a provisional definition of community, it is
one borrowed from Michael Warner’s description of the publics: that of ‘an ongoing
space of encounter’ (Warner 90, quoted by Plett 138). Among other things, Plett
emphasises the elasticity of what could be considered a space as per this description.
It could be something more or less delineable, like a local coffee shop, or something
more nebulous, like the feed on Facebook (139). Elsewhere, she analyses how
broadcast-era TV enabled a communal feeling of a kind, with viewers getting a “tiny
need met’ by knowing they were watching the same show as many others at a certain
hour of the week (53). In emphasising the elasticity of the definition’s terms, and that
it is intended to be held gently, provisionally, Plett provides this definition of
community more as a touchstone for creative stimulus rather than anything
authoritative, inviting readers into a conversation about how community contact
might be shaping their contexts in ways previously invisible to them.

Something I find especially compelling in Plett’s essay are the moments where
she returns to ground the associative arcs of her thinking back in the intimate setting
of a person trying to articulate why it feels important to give to communities and, in
turn, accept care from communities — in spite of the capacity within all communities
for darkness. In the chapter ‘Queers’, Plett weighs up research that suggests that ‘in-
group discrimination” (the rejection, judgement, and racism received from people
within someone’s community) is a significant cause of poor mental health among
queer people (127). She offers a suggestion from the researcher John Pachankis as a
potential mitigator of this stress: intergenerational queer mentorship. Such
mentorship would socialise younger queer people in relation to the norms and
histories of their communities, and would provide companionship to older queer
people (132). Plett writes, ‘I love the specificity of this idea, but I cite it too for its
general spirit [...] faith that, despite constant trouble, connection is still better than
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disconnection, and brick by boring brick there are ways to find it" (132). From here,
she goes on to explain why she builds trans literary community even though she has
experienced such communities fail and do harm. It is that orientation, again, towards
the personal and the practical as a way of contextualising her analysis that brings
Plett’s work into such a resonant relationship with her subject.

If Plett’s essay invites nuance and caution into consideration of the roles and
functioning of communities and how we talk about them, she offers this critical
appraisal through a form of writing that in itself continuously reinscribes the value of
the interpersonal. By using to her advantage the breadth, hybridity, and opportunity
for reflection invited by the longform personal essay form, alongside the perspectives
of other writers and members of her communities, Plett’s work offers a more complex
understanding of community than the views circulating in mainstream media,
inviting us to take stock of the communities that shape us, as well as the shapes our
contact with communities might take in the future.

Arthur Kelly
The University of Sydney
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Weste, Linda (ed.), The Verse Novel: Australia & New Zealand; Melbourne,
Australia, Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2022, paperback, pp. 333, RRP: $43.99
AUD, ISBN: 9781922669230.

Linda Weste’s The Verse Novel: Australia & New Zealand constitutes a timely and
valuable intervention in the study of contemporary literary form in the Antipodes. As
the first collection devoted exclusively to interviews with verse novelists from
Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand, and the South Pacific, the volume provides rare
insight into the creative labour, aesthetic commitments, and formal experimentation
shaping a genre that remains both critically marginal and culturally influential. At a
moment when verse novels continue to circulate widely in educational, young adult,
and crossover literary markets, Weste’s collection offers an important archive of
practitioner knowledge and regional literary dialogue as of 2021.

The verse novel, Weste argues, emerges through ‘the diverse ways such authors
combine narrative and poetic elements to compose their distinctive works’ (ix), a
hybridity that sustains both lyric intensity and narrative momentum. For many
practitioners in the collection, this formal hybridity is inseparable from an ethical and
aesthetic commitment to accessibility, echoing what Dorothy Porter often described
as ‘poetry for the people” (229). This orientation privileges emotional authenticity,
narrative drive, and linguistic clarity over obscurity or metafictional display.

Weste’s volume opens with a substantial introductory essay in which the editor
situates the verse novel within broader literary, pedagogical, and postcolonial
contexts, carefully acknowledging the colonial histories that structure literary
production across Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand. Reflecting on the uneven
development of the form on either side of the Tasman, Weste notes that while Australia
has sustained a more visible tradition of verse novel publication and reception,
Aotearoa New Zealand’s engagement with the genre remains emergent — shaped by
distinct literary ecosystems, Indigenous narrative traditions, and publishing
infrastructures. This framing resists the temptation to treat the region as a
homogeneous literary field, instead foregrounding cultural specificity, inheritance,
and asymmetrical influence as central to understanding the verse novel’s regional
articulation.

The core of the book consists of interviews with thirty-five writers, each
responding to a consistent set of nine questions. This methodological consistency
enables productive comparison across diverse creative practices while preserving the
idiosyncrasies of individual voices. The interviewees range from widely recognised
figures such as Steven Herrick and Brian Castro, to newer practitioners including Luke
Best and Pip Harry, offering a generational cross-section of the field. While Dorothy
Porter does not appear as an interview subject, her influence recurs as a formative
touchstone in multiple conversations. Porter’s bibliography — most notably her
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pioneering verse novels The Monkey’s Mask — demonstrated that the form could
combine narrative grit, accessibility, and formal daring while moving decisively into
genre spaces such as crime fiction. Her recurring presence in the interviews
underscores her enduring canonical significance within Australian verse narrative.

Several recurring thematic concerns emerge across the interviews. One of the
most prominent is the formal negotiation between lyric intensity and narrative
propulsion. In their interview chapter, Herrick articulates this tension as a productive
balancing act, while Sally Murphy similarly frames the form as a mode of “poetry by
stealth,” capable of drawing readers into poetic encounters through narrative
accessibility rather than formal intimidation (61). These reflections reinforce the
pedagogical value often attributed to verse novels, particularly within youth and
educational contexts.

Simultaneously, many contributors emphasise the form’s resistance to generic
containment. Castro provocatively positions the verse novel as ‘the great enemy of
story-telling,” valuing its capacity to return readers to rhythm, sonic texture, and what
he describes as the “archaeology of words’ (89). Others, including Jeri Kroll, describe
the form as intrinsically hybrid; borrowing from poetry, prose, dramatic monologue,
and fragmentary narrative traditions. This hybridity situates the verse novel within
broader debates about genre permeability, literary experimentation, and the erosion
of rigid formal boundaries in contemporary writing.

A further thread concerns accessibility and subversion. Tim Sinclair wryly
observes that readers who might never voluntarily browse a poetry shelf may
nevertheless encounter poetic language through verse novels, describing the form as
‘poetry in drag’ or a ‘gateway drug’ for reluctant readers (67). By smuggling poetic
techniques into mainstream reading practices, the verse novel disrupts conventional
hierarchies between literary and commercial forms. Read in this light, the form also
resonates with poetry’s longer history as a vehicle for protest and manifesto, even
when explicit political declaration is absent. The verse novel’s politics often lie in its
accessibility: its capacity to reach readers otherwise excluded from poetry, and to
reintroduce compressed, affectively charged language into spaces dominated by
market logics. In doing so, the verse novel emerges as a form of understated political
expression suited to contemporary reading cultures, where resistance may be enacted
through circulation, legibility, and audience rather than through rhetorical address
alone.

Underlying many interviews, however, is an acute awareness of the verse
novel’s precarious institutional status, shaped by the persistent misalignment between
creative commitment and literary infrastructures of recognition. John Newton
captures this ambivalence by characterising the form as ‘a huge mountain to climb’
(150), a metaphor which crystallises a broader pattern identified across the interviews:
the verse novel demands sustained technical and imaginative labour while remaining
difficult to classify, market, shelve, and reward. Writers repeatedly cite structural
barriers and disciplinary marginalisation — particularly in Aotearoa New Zealand,
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where verse novels are often overlooked by English departments and funding bodies.
This precarity is compounded by literary prize cultures that force the form into an
unstable binary between poetry and fiction, leaving it vulnerable to suspicion from
both camps. The recurring sense of marginality that emerges from these accounts thus
reflects not failure, but a conscious commitment to sustaining poetic labour in the face
of systemic invisibility.

Regional identity also emerges as a significant dimension of the collection.
Australian contributors frequently reference local poetic traditions and figures such as
Les Murray and Dorothy Porter, while New Zealand writers articulate both the
influence of Australian developments and the distinctiveness of Aotearoa’s literary
genealogies, including Maori and Pacific epic storytelling. These conversations
gesture toward a trans-Tasman literary ecology that is dialogic rather than derivative,
marked by exchange, divergence, and culturally specific innovation.

The collection’s principal strength lies in its polyvocality. By privileging
practitioners’ reflections, Weste constructs a textured account of craft, uncertainty,
experimentation, and professional survival that would be difficult to capture through
purely critical analysis. The interviews offer rich material for scholars of contemporary
poetics, creative writing pedagogy, and publishing studies, while remaining
accessible to writers and educators. Weste’s acknowledgement of Indigenous authors
and their contributions, even where interviews were not possible, gestures toward the
decolonising potential of verse narrative while also signalling the structural limits of
the archive.

Nevertheless, the book’s interview format necessarily constrains its analytical
depth. While the introduction provides valuable contextual framing, the volume does
not advance a sustained theoretical argument about the verse novel as a literary
system, and readers seeking extended engagement with narratology, poetics, or genre
theory will need to supplement this collection with critical scholarship. Additionally,
as a snapshot of practice published in 2021, the volume cannot account for more recent
developments, particularly the accelerating diversification of verse novels across age
categories, digital platforms, and hybrid publishing models. Despite these limitations,
The Verse Novel: Australin & New Zealand represents a significant contribution to
regional literary studies and to the documentation of contemporary creative practice.
For scholars interested in genre hybridity, creative process, Antipodean literary
cultures, and the evolving politics of form, Weste’s collection offers both an invaluable
resource and a compelling invitation for further critical work.

Tess Ezzy
University of New England
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Lovatt, Elizabeth, Thank You for Calling the Lesbian Line, London: Dialogue
Books, 2025; hardback, pp. 400; RRP $49.99 AUD; ISBN 9780349704616.

Elizabeth Lovatt’s Thank You for Calling the Lesbian Line places the everyday lives of
lesbians at the forefront of the text, highlighting the ordinary while challenging the
status quo. Each chapter is a reflection on Lovatt's experiences of coming out,
enmeshed with themes that emerged from her time delving into LGBT+ archives,
specifically the telephone logs of a London lesbian helpline from the 1970s to 1990s.
Lovatt argues how the purpose and significance of these helplines — ‘to provide a space
where women could ask questions, seek advice, and simply talk to another lesbian’
(65) — should not be forgotten, as they are still much needed today. This is exemplified
in her use of memoir, in which she discusses realising her lesbian sexuality in her late
twenties. The significance of the ‘queer archive’ (175) — whether scattered within large
institutions, a dedicated space, or grassroots — preserves not only ‘hidden histories’
like the lesbian lines (19), but also the stories that few are willing to record for
posterity. Such archival initiatives challenge the constant risk of obscuring LGBT+
experience from history, serving as a kind of intergenerational solidarity, providing
the space and opportunity for such histories to be passed down and remembered over
time.

Throughout the book, Lovatt emphasises the ‘messy picture’ of the lesbian
community (then and now) and the ordinary and fallible people who are a part of it,
not shying away from examining failures (207). She addresses the evolution of
language itself when discussing queer history, from ‘tribades’ in the eighteenth
century to ‘inverts’ in the early twentieth century (22), to ‘lesbian’ arguably
encompassing ‘bisexual, pansexual, gay, transmasculine, or non-binary” in the 1970s
(97). Her discussion continues with the almost constant debates around running the
helplines — including who they specifically cater to — as well as differences of
experience along racial, class and (dis)ability lines. Lovatt also touches on lesbian
experiences of sexual harassment and abuse, whether within lesbian relationships or
from callers to the lesbian lines (particularly men).

For a debut, this book is innovative in its blending of genres, particularly that
of creative non-fiction and fictionalised retellings for subjects which have sparse
evidence like the telephone logbook. Each chapter is broadly organised around a
theme and weaves one or more constructed logbook retellings with contemplations of
Lovatt’s personal experiences in relation to the theme, relevant popular culture
discourse, and occasional information from interviews and historical sources. Lovatt
holds an MA in Creative and Critical Writing and has appeared in several magazines
and independent, alternative presses. This background, in addition to her 2019 writer-
in-residence for Islington Pride and the ruckus! archive which was the starting point
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for this book, demonstrates her skills in creative use of literary forms and knowledge
of LGBT+ issues.

Despite the book’s marketing, Lovatt states it is not ‘a history book” (47), with
much of the content about lesbian lines being her own imaginings extrapolated from
the logs. However, she argues she is not recreating them, rather retelling them “to
make them into something which happens now’ (44). Although a unique approach,
the book suffers from a lack of supportive evidence, such as in-depth interviews or
oral histories, which could have expanded upon and provided nuance to the gaps in
the logbook. There is brief mention of an interview — “a Zoom call with ten lesbians’
which spans ‘nearly two hours” where she struggles to ask questions because they are
‘talking all at once” (46-47) — but little else is shared about her methods. In the front
matter, ‘A Note on the Text’, Lovatt specifies, ‘Some of the descriptions of volunteering
at the Lesbian Line and the calls the volunteers receive are the work of my own
imagination” (i). The use of ‘some’” here leaves room for ambiguity about which
information is fabricated and which is evidence-based, while also raising concerns for
what purpose was some of the information fabricated while others not, and calling
into question the marketing’s emphasis on the book being ‘rigorously researched’
(back cover; Hudson, 2025).

Lovatt argues, “To write about the logbook will require an exchange of fact and
fiction but also of my life and theirs, a layering of truths and could-be truths’ (43).
However, the insistence on “will require’ falls flat in comparison to others in this field,
including qualitative and archival works by Martha Vicinus, Valerie Traub, Maryanne
Dever, and Diana Souhami to name a few. Not to mention the works of activists and
organisers who create oral history narratives grounded in the words of those who
experienced historically important periods or living their ordinary yet unique lives,
such as the Southern Lesbian Feminist Activist Herstory Project. Foregrounding the
book as not history and obscuring her research methods deeply contrasts with Lovatt’s
concerns about loss of knowledge of lesbian histories and the importance of the
archival process.

Due to the lack of clarity about how much and what kinds of research Lovatt
did on the London lesbian lines, the book would have benefited from a section
explaining her methods and reasonings, providing transparency and validity in the
information which is presented as factual or evidence based. Without context, readers
are deprived of information Lovatt did or did not gather to support the information
in the logs. This is juxtaposed in a later chapter where Lovatt discusses interviews she
conducted with trans women, including those who worked at lesbian lines. This
chapter — 'Trans Lesbians Exist: Get Over It' — demonstrates a wealth of in-depth
information gathered because she conducted one-on-one interviews, and it is a stark
comparison to the rest of the book, which sorely lacks interpersonal, detailed, and
experiential perspectives on the issues discussed.

It is notable that despite discussing several interviews, Lovatt only documents
one of them in her reference section. Moreover, where Lovatt does provide sources for
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her arguments, they include fiction, poetry, memoir, social media posts and websites
(including those she acknowledges are deleted or taken down) in addition to primary
and secondary historical materials. This highlights the risks of combining genres and
forms, as the use of fiction as evidence for LGBT+ experiences or issues blurs the lines
between truth and fiction. Further, it emphasises the necessity for transparency,
particularly in the current climate of misinformation and Al fabrication. Again, this
contrasts with Lovatt’s warning about “how easily knowledge and lesbian history can
be lost within a generation” (42). How can we preserve what we do not know is real?
Overall, the structure of the book is well laid out, following themes which
affected lesbian lines in the past with issues still affecting LGBT+ communities in the
present. Although groundbreaking in its use of multiple genres and forms, Thank You
for Calling the Lesbian Line suffers from its (initial) inaccurate marketing. Readers
seeking an in-depth exploration or even a primer on lesbian history, specifically the
London lesbian lines, will be left feeling confused and underserved, as the book itself
treats the lesbian line histories as a jumping-off point. However, those who enjoy
creative non-fiction, fictional retellings, and memoir will find this book informative,
endearing and useful as inspiration for their own convention-breaking work.

Ava van Aurich
The University of Western Australia
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Maling, Caitlin, Spore or Seed; Perth, Australia, Fremantle Press, 2023; paperback,
128 pages; RRP: $29.99; ISBN: 9781760992590.

In Spore or Seed, her fifth poetry collection, Western Australian writer Caitlin Maling
reframes motherhood as a study of thresholds. Across her body of work, Maling has
consistently used autobiography as both subject and method, tracing identity through
lived experience rather than abstraction. Her earlier collections chart distinct phases
of selfhood: Conversations I've Never Had explores adolescent interiority and constraint,
while Border Crossing reflects on displacement and the expatriate self. Spore or
Seed extends this trajectory into motherhood, a state that both intensifies and
destabilises the autobiographical project. Rather than presenting maternity as a
redemptive identity, Maling resists sentimentalised maternal narratives through
sustained attention to bodily process, ecological metaphor, and erotic disruption. The
speaker offers an unflinching record of pregnancy, birth, and early motherhood that
ruptures the boundaries between self and other, life and death, and the erotic and the
banal.

At the heart of Spore or Seed lies edgeless, liminal imagery that “‘moves across
boundaries like prayers,” recalling Judith Wright's metaphor of the foetus-in-utero as
a ‘formless, shapeless seed” (18). In the titular poem, Maling addresses the foetus: ‘you
linger / indivisible from dust... the days don’t end / but begin and rebegin” (9).
Positioned at the collection’s opening, these lines signal how the fragile, in-between
state of the foetus expands outward, shaping the speaker’s porous and unsettled
maternal identity. Initially, this unsettlement arrives as revelation, showing the
speaker ‘how easy it is to grow or let go,” but as the collection progresses, the
consequences of self-dissolution emerge in increasingly blunt reflections (14). By ‘Part
Two: In Process,” she confronts her ‘thwarted longings” and admits: ‘there is no one
who can tell me this will not remake me” (28).

This remaking of the speaker forms the crux of the collection, reaching its
clearest articulation at the book’s close, where motherhood is recognised as a
condition of repeated transformation rather than singular loss. Addressing her unborn
child, the speaker declares: “you will only die once, though I may have many deaths
live and then pass inside of me’ (119). Centring this process of transformation, Maling
examines maternal identity through the collapse of boundaries between self and other
in the entwined existence of mother and foetus, revealing the emotional duality of
care. The speaker craves this entanglement, seeking ‘any indication of sameness” with
the infant, yet agonises over the resulting loss of bodily autonomy (17). This
dissolution recalls Julia Kristeva’s formulation of the abject, with its emphasis on
bodily permeability and vulnerability; however, unlike Kristeva’s focus on
repudiation, Maling’s speaker endures the maternal body, holding moments of horror
alongside tenderness.
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Part Four, ‘It is Hard to Become Accustomed to Being Food,” intensifies this
tension by portraying the infant as parasite or predator, echoing a familiar feminist
trope, as in Dorothy Porter’s unsentimental depiction of offspring as cysts
in ‘Motherhood’. In describing breastfeeding, the speaker tells her child, ‘I housed you
and now you scale the outer edges of us both” (41), language that conveys both
physical intrusion and a sense of possession, as if the mother’s body has become
territory to be claimed. Later, Maling writes, ‘I do not want to breastfeed / anymore
but I do it, imagining the infant as a ‘cobra / eating another’s eggs” (103). Through
these images, she foregrounds the bodily extremities of motherhood, showing how
the infant’s demands pierce and reshape both the mother’s body and her sense of self.

Maling traces this involuntary ‘shapeshifting” into another fraught threshold:
the uneasy meeting of eroticism and mundanity (18). In the transition between
pregnancy, birth, and postpartum, the speaker is unable to ‘reckon with (her) desire’,
which has become ‘inherently pedestrian’ (28, 45). She orgasms in her sleep over
‘nothing special” and describes her body as ‘an aquarium for ... fronds of bacteria” (44,
45). Yet Maling also reveals how this raw transition uncovers a surprising eroticism in
daily routine. In ‘A Fairytale’, prurient language describes blocked milk ducts that
‘[erect] hard cities in the soft tissues of (her) breasts’, while reflections on the wider
world betray a quietly erotic sensibility, as ‘we all are meeting slowly in the middle of
a tongue’ (44, 47). Desire does not disappear; it mutates, adhering to the body’s new
functions and infusing mundane gestures with unexpected sensual charge. This
eroticism, however, is entwined with discomfort and latent shame, reflecting the
societal pressures and internalised judgments that often frame sexuality in
motherhood. Acknowledging that “the poetic field rarely has children in it’ but ‘often
desire’, Maling’s sustained focus on the speaker’s sensual life foregrounds how desire
persists even when it feels illicit or dissonant, revealing the tension between bodily
sensation and the socio-cultural expectations imposed upon the modern mother (27).

From this charged negotiation of embodiment and vulnerability, Spore or
Seed turns outward to the fragile tension between life and death, situating its erotic
intensity within the precariousness of the contemporary world. Part Five, 'The Death
Section,” stages a severance between mother and infant, as the speaker, no longer
‘human singular’, acknowledges that her child will ‘know the world once it moves
past” her (33, 57). Spurred by grief over her geriatric cat, the passing of her aunt, and
the international hysteria of the coronavirus pandemic, this rupture underscores the
pervasive fear inherent in new motherhood (58, 62). In this context, Maling situates
maternal experience within the fragility of existence itself, suggesting that giving life
is inseparable from an awareness of mortality and loss. By birthing her child - ‘eyes
greedy with life” — the speaker realises she has inducted him into the natural world
and its cycles of emergence and extinction (69). Maternal anxiety thus converges with
climate anxiety, as the infant, once inseparable from her, echoes her own rhythms in
the collection’s final poem: ‘heart beats / like the barks / of Weddell seals / on the
melting ice” (123).
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Ultimately, Spore or Seed is the fearless, contemporary chronicle one might
expect from Maling, an autobiographical poet whose speaker declares she ‘will not
have a second child’. Unshrinking from the viscera of pregnancy, birth, and early care,
Maling embraces the abject to illuminate how identity is continually reshaped by the
demands of the infant, bodily change, and the tension between desire and obligation.
This obligation is experienced both socially and physically: the speaker must suppress
her erotic life to meet the relentless demands of heteronormative caregiving, even as
personal and planetary precarity mirror and intensify one another. Navigating this
tension, Maling’s poetry inhabits liminal spaces, capturing the vulnerability, intensity,
and continual transformation of maternal experience.

The collection closes with the speaker suspended between the known and the
unknown, reflecting on her ongoing negotiation of selfhood, desire, and maternal
responsibility. By the final poems, she appears to reach a place of quiet acceptance;
embracing both these demands and a future shaped by devotion to her child. In the
closing lines of the penultimate poem, she reassures him: “You will speak your own
tongue / and hold your own name / and I will love and love anyway, easily given up
/ for the awe of you’ (114).

Jewel Oreskovich
University of Western Australia
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