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my mother. In these spaces, I have had visible access to a kind of disparity between the 
two, noticing that female salons and beauty parlors are usually kept hidden.

�ey allow for all things that happen in a male salon, just hidden. �ey allow for 
freedom. �ey allow for everyday gossip. �ey allow for knowledge creation.

And they also allow for the exchange of knowledge as tools to prevent or mitigate 
harsh realities like domestic violence or trying to navigate painful experiences like mis-
carriages. �ese are spaces that women create for themselves to protect each other, a 
mutual aid of sorts that comes with its own beauty treatments.

On the other hand, male salons have a similar premise, where they are allowed 
access to male intimacy within the walls of the salon, the site de nes it�s acceptable.

Contrary to female- only beauty salons, they are allowed to be seen; their virtue 
not attached to their exposure.

I always found this phenomenon very intriguing in itself. As a trans person 
who constantly navigates the question of visibility, whether to be seen or stay invisible 
depending on safety, I was drawn to the spaces of salons as spaces of refuge.

Male salons in India are performative spaces by themselves, but it is not a tradition 
limited to the country, these spaces are and have been culturally signi cant in allowing for 
care between male bodies across the world. Grooming of course is central to its tenderness 
while o�ering ritualistic gossip and an escape from the typical hypermasculine gaze.

In the work Soft touch, I bring to surface this tradition, an age- old practice, 
brought to the eye as a trans refuge.

I think about our desires for futures that protect and safeguard trans people, 
a›rm their belonging to spaces that are common to all, but I also urge a reexamination 
into the ways in which we are constructing these utopias. I urge us, diasporic, migrant, 
and self- exiled trans people in these foreign lands, to reject these Westernized ideas of 
utopia, the ones that call for isolation as a form of protection and safety.

I ask,
Whom do these spaces exclude by default, to make safe for others?
Are we preventing for some an access to trans- ness that could be instrumental in their 

own journey of self-actualization without the criticality needed towards class and caste?
Are we holding space for the working class to come into their trans experience 

or are we shutting our doors to protect ones who have found community and ground?
I believe that in calling in, in our di�erences, and in our kinship lies the true 

essence of a trans future that can also facilitate the ideas and knowledge of transness for 
us all to liberate ourselves from cis- normativity.

Access to the sacred and spiritual essence of transness cannot be met or expe-
rienced any other way but through a trans friend, partner, or love. It is impossible to 
understand it through its optics alone because these optics are constructed out of fear. A 
fear of us, a fear of yourself and what you can be, if free.

�ese ideas of a desire to liberate all and not some are ones that could get us 
killed today, an idea as unrealistic as the Bigfoot, the sighting of a god, or a trans person 
walking a street alone at night.
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Rah Naqvi�s Soft 
touch men, ���, 
Kochi, India ����. 
Photo: Shivani 
Gupta

Safety is, and has been, our most vital need and priority in the community, and 
our trans siblings have become that safety for us.

On darker nights, empty streets, in crowded clubs or silent parks, we  nd our 
resistance in our kin.

It is this kinship I propose as the idea and reality to build on and beyond, beyond 
spaces that prevent the entry of those beings that hurt us, those who continually 
demonize us, deny us, those who make spaces too small for us.

I hope, in complexity and di�erence, along with knowledge of our understand-
able fears and apprehensions, we are able to invite into our kinship the ones we have left 
behind, and out.

�ose still lost, waiting to be found.
To be brought home.
�ose trans siblings who have not had the knowledge of an elder to guide them to 

our love, those who are burdened by instabilities beyond belief, those who cannot a�ord 
to think of our realities as theirs, those who cannot a�ord our dream.

I ask us, 
When we build on the foundations of our ancestors, written from their sheer gen-

erosity and resilience, will we remember to extend that same generosity to our futures, 
not losing sight because of theoretical ideas that are designed to divide us?

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/theater/article-pdf/54/1/54/2057554/0540055.pdf?guestAccessKey=5f3facd1-cc4f-41f3-b8b3-1359e16721a2 by guest on 19 Septem

ber 2024



� � � � �

��

� � � � � � � �
� � �  � � � �  � � �  �  � � � �  � � �

I often  nd myself wondering, Where do my middle- class, working- class brown 
dykes go to get their haircuts?

�e ones who don�t have access to queer barbers, the ones that live in the Global 
South, the ones that live or come from India?

In some naiveness left as a gift from my younger self,
I dream of this time and again, and yet,
I understand us when we are drawing walls to protect ourselves,
I feel rage that can burn an ocean dry,
I feel a collective rage,
and our rage is valid, it is potent and has gotten us here, alive still.
Wounded, but present.
�ere is an undying hope in me,
that one day they want to be like us,
And not hate us, kill us.
Mine is a country plagued by men and women alike. Gripping at each other�s 

throats for bread. Accustomed to ideologies that would sanction the murder of their 
own neighbor if he dare follow a god unlike their own.

warranting violence and o�ering pedestals to rapists that wound those you see as 
others

there is no land that constitutes a country, without the stripping of indigeneity
countries are colonial constructs built for power and control
If you were to revel in the ideas of power look no further but to your own
A white establishment staging a play on power
while destroying its own re�ections to avoid accountability
To avoid reparations
Let�s talk power when the dues are paid
Not in kindness
but from blood and kin,
From �esh and sweat of sacri cial lambs,
because to get here, you have worn futures like fabric that knows no end,
given to empires of fortune owned by your kin,
over the brown bodies of women and children in warehouses and factories from 

my motherland, mothers and children sewn into your beige coat, a few rupees for a sto-
len life

to get here, to this very space,
looking at a piece of fabric that a brown tranny stitched to make rent,
Look within and be reminded of power and its  lth
Its wretched foul smell
carcasses of a people whose longing
whose longing will live even after death
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S�	��� A��	��	�

E������ ���� T H E  B L A C K  S U N  O F  R E N E WA L

In ���� I was granted the ����/Mellon Art History fellowship to study modern art 
history, focusing on Morocco, in the Maghreb. When studying Sou�es, a cultural and 
poetry journal that served as a venue for experimental poetry and popular theater,  lm, 
and debates in the ����s, I came across Toni Maraini�s description of the trademark 
cover of the journal � the Black Sun of Renewal, created by Mohamed Melehi. Since 
then, I have been extremely drawn to Maraini�s metaphoric statement and the image of 
the Black Sun and its afterlife, and to the di�erent dimensions it could open.

Toni Maraini, an anthropologist, art historian, and one of the Sou�es� contribu-
tors, published an article in ���� that takes a retrospective look at Sou�es and the late 
����s in Morocco. Maraini describes the 
journal�s cover in the opening lines, writ-
ing, ��e cover, designed by the painter 
Mohamed Melehi, was austere yet ele-
gant: under a geometric square glowed a 
round circle, a black sun.��

I suggest unpacking the Black Sun 
of Renewal by  rst examining it with lin-
guistic technique. As black frequently 
connotes night, shadow, darkness, mel-
ancholy, and the sun typically connotes 
light, hope, illumination, brilliance, and 
vitality, we might see the black sun as an 
oxymoron. A black sun is moot unless 
we are talking about a solar eclipse, in 
which case Maraini might have called 
it an eclipse. An eclipse of renewal, per-
haps? While the word renewal in English 
refers to the act or process of repeating, 
the Arabic term Nahda, which we can 
locate in Maraini�s article, is another way 
to understand renewal. �e Nahda is the 
name of a time of linguistic, political, and 
cultural transformation that took place in 
Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon, among other 
Arabic- speaking countries, between the 
end of the nineteenth and beginning of 
the twentieth century.

Cover of Sou�es, 
Rabat, Morocco, 
����
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�e surplus of poetics in Melehi�s visual shape combined with the literal and  g-
urative aspects produce a potent event that changes the focus from the level of discourse 
to the level of experience. Intuitively I asked myself, Did the black sun of renewal dis-
appear below the horizon, just to arise and form a new day? Or has it died out forever, 
its glare no longer re�ecting on the Moroccan cultural scene?

In her text �Not Yet� from �e Postresearch Condition, Irit Rogo� explains, �To 
revisit, to rethink what had come before us and to contemporise it, not necessarily 
through what was said or thought, what was shown then � not that old chestnut of the 
avant garde that something was before its time, but rather that is in its time because we 
now are its audience, its public.�� Rogo��s discussion of how to revisit what has pre-
ceded us invites us to also pay attention to �e Black Sun from a temporal point of view 
and to question our positionality while doing so. What does our contemporary gaze 
inscribe onto a period of cultural radiation that is nonetheless situated in time?

Beyond the linguistic exploration of the Black Sun of Renewal, one way to grasp 
its parameters would be to look at its symbolism in general and the various interpreta-
tions that surround it as a transhistorical and transtemporal  gure. If we extend the 
Black Sun from Sou�es�s time and space, we may be able to enter the concept and leave 
behind the interpretations and meanings provided by the metaphorical language. �e 
Black Sun of Renewal as a concept with the potential to be transversal can ultimately 
produce something new, a di�erent way of narrating events that links to earlier times 
and relationships.

�e black sun is a highly distinct yet a very general symbol; we can  nd its pub-
licly circulating associations in occult practices, as well as in scholarly and creative 
activities. With the invaluable assistance of my friends and colleagues, I was able to 
compile a modest list of instances where the black sun was named to comprehend how 
di�erent subjects and topics travel using the Black Sun as a metaphor:

�  Julia Kristeva�s novel Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia, ����
�  Sun Ra�s album Astra Black, ����
�  Black Sun by the Indian painter Syed Haider Raza, ����
�  More Brilliant than the Sun: Adventures in Sonic �ction by Kodwo Eshun, ����
�  �Black Sun: Alchemy Diaspora and Heterotopia,� a group exhibition at Devi 

Art Foundation (�������) and book published on the occasion of the show
�  David Bowie�s album Blackstar, ����
�  Soleil noir � Black Sun by Algerian painter Choukri Mesli, ���� � ��

�e di�erent contexts, spaces- times, in each instance mean that the black sun creates 
something new instead of repeating the same plan of action. It is almost as if we have 
di�erent story lines and the black sun returns to perform two roles: (�) an actor that 
moves the story along the plot line, and (�) a narrator of the moving story.
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In these di�erent events we can witness a black sun in movement, changing. 
�us, there is constant production: new events, stories, goals, frustrations, and hopes.

�e degrees of kinship, temporalities, locations, and types of narrativity that the 
black sun occupies determine how di�erent its manifestations and motivations are.

In the exhibition Black Sun: Alchemy Diaspora and Heterotopia, multidisciplinary 
artist Shezad Dawood uses the symbol of the black sun as a tool to explore subaltern 
identities, diasporas, alternative economies, speculative and science  ctions, and occult 
practices. Dawood views the idea of the black sun as being connected to the idea of 
the eclipse and how it symbolizes alchemy. According to this interpretation, this black 
sun takes on the role of a curator that integrates diverse diaspora narratives from across 
time and location. �is example communicates how a practice may be understood, 
researched, and presented not just via historical records but also through poetic stories, 
in this instance those provided by the symbolic black sun. Based on this view, Dawood�s 
black sun constitutes the subject of the exhibition, but it becomes a tool to build bridges 
across time and to narrate di�erent structures of time and history.

Like the Dawood�s exhibition, Sou�es�s Black Sun of Renewal represents a guide 
to our imagination. If we pay close attention to its rays, it might bring us back to the 
journal�s central theme � the longing for light.

We might be able to enter the project�s collective emotions, wants, fears, hopes, 
and traumas by using the Black Sun of Renewal as a dialectical picture as developed by 
Melehi and Laabi and as a metaphorical statement by Maraini.

�e black sun acts as a  ctional representation of the  rst era of Sou�es. �e  c-
tion that it taps into relates to the a�ective archive � it performs in modes of literary 
narratives (the rise and fall of the sun as a natural phenomenon and natural perfor-
mance), but still has a strong foot in the real (as it refers to the presence of the sun in the 
practice of Sou�es�s founders, the censorship they were pushing against, etc.). In other 
words, in the black sun, stories about the everyday life of Sou�es leaders and the world 
as they were living it, intersect with the mythological, cosmic  gure of the sun and its 
eclipse.

C���	�� U��� O���

E������ ����  D E C O LO N I A L  D I G I TA L  D R E A M I N G

I see myself as a dibia for the twenty-  rst century. A dibia is like a teacher or a healer 
or an intermediary that operates within worlds, who goes to the spirit world, and brings 
learnings and knowledge from there into the world of the physical. �at�s the role I try 
to embody in my work. I�m interested in expanding notions of the digital and thinking 
more critically about what technology means and what digital technologies can be. It�s 
kind of like going back to go forward. So, it�s using the technological systems of our 
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Chidumaga Uzoma 
Orji�s Creative 
Malaise, digital art, 
����. Courtesy of the 
artist

ancestors � because our ancestors did have technology, it just might not be considered 
technology based on the Western canon that we see today. But drawing from the tech-
nologies of proverbs and prayers and their relationship to the plants, and to the natural 
environment, what can we learn from that? And how can we bring it into our contem-
porary technological framework or systems? So, these are some questions we�re trying 
to answer. How can we approach digital as a portal through which we can collectively 

Chidumaga Uzoma 
Orji�s �e Queendom 
of Umunwanyike, 
excerpted from 
lecture at Per°Form 
Open Academy 
of Arts and 
Activations, ��- ��, 
Singapore, ����. 
Courtesy of the 
artist
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