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ABSTRACT 

 

 This thesis investigates the oceanic imaginaries of three contemporary Global 

South novels—Abdulrazak Gurnah’s By the Sea (2001), Zakes Mda’s The Whale Caller 

(2005), and Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s The Dragonfly Sea (2019). I argue that the three 

novelists mobilize aqueous discourses to express political concerns regarding empires and 

modern nations’ control over the ocean commons, a process of territorial expansion, 

exploitation, and dispossession that lasts from the colonial period to the contemporary age 

of post- and neocoloniality. Drawing upon different oceanic properties including 

unboundedness, drift, fluidity, and solvency, the three authors from the South work to 

unsettle the general portrayal of their living environment in the Global North, that is, the 

distant, exotic, and empty seascape.  

In the first chapter, I concentrate on the coastal imaginaries of By the Sea. I assert 

Gurnah’s novel uses several formal tactics to undermine colonial and state powers’ 

governance of the littoral space. By considering the ancient Indian Ocean trade and the 

ocean’s deep time, the novel further relativizes modern empires and humans’ mastery over 

the seashore. In the second chapter, I turn to ocean-related sound imageries in The Whale 

Caller, including the whale song and the eponymous character’s kelp horn. I suggest Mda 

proposes marine soundscapes to counter the dominance of vision in Western cultures. The 

novel then tries to recuperate cetacean and indigenous human voices eclipsed in an 
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ocularcentric paradigm, but still maintains the ocean’s natural alterity. In the last chapter, I 

approach Africa-China relations in The Dragonfly Sea using a hydro-critical framework. I 

contend that Owuor uses aqueous form to tackle the Afro-Sino encounter’s complex 

temporalities—its past of the ancient silk road, its present in globalization, and its 

unpredictable, ateleological futures. Additionally, by dissolving English grammar and 

referring extensively to Global South languages and texts, Owuor’s novel problematizes 

Anglocentrism and envisions alternative reading communities across the southern waters.  

Following scholars like Elizabeth Deloughrey, Isabel Hofmeyr, Meg Samuelson, and 

Charne Lavery, this project integrates and aims to improve upon oceanic and postcolonial 

studies. On the one hand, I use an oceanic approach to challenge the terrestrial focus of 

postcolonial theory. On the other hand, a postcolonial standpoint means that I remain 

sensitive to some general claims in oceanic studies that ignore the particularities of the 

Global South and naturalize the Eurocentric underpinnings of the blue humanities.        

Keywords: 20th-/21st-century global Anglophone literature, oceanic studies, Global 

South, postcolonial studies, political ecology, literature and geography  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Seventeen days ago this ship sailed out of Calcutta, and ever since, barring a day or two 

in Ceylon, there has been nothing in sight but the tranquil blue sea & a cloudless blue 

sky. All down the Bay of Bengal it was so. It is still so in the vast solitudes of the Indian 

Ocean—17 days of heaven. 

––Mark Twain, “Leaving India” from Mark Twain’s Notebook (1896)  

 

[Under] the sinister splendour of that sky the sea, blue and profound, remained still, 

without a stir, without a ripple, without a wrinkle—viscous, stagnant, dead.  

––Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim (1900) 

 

The General Assembly […] [solemnly] declares that the Indian Ocean, within limits to be 

determined, together with the air space above and the ocean floor subjacent thereto, is 

hereby designated for all time as a zone of peace.  

––UN (the United Nations) General Assembly, “Declaration of the Indian Ocean as a 

Zone of Peace” (1971)  

 

If you're going to try and imagine paradise, there you go. That's it. Just look at the colour 

of the water down here. That is proper tropical seas.  

––Simon Reeve, BBC documentary series Indian Ocean with Simon Reeve (2012) 
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Though deriving from different contexts and systems of representation, these four 

quotes, when viewed together, indicate how a certain cultural trope is developed and 

perpetuated from the age of high imperialism to the contemporary era of post- and 

neocoloniality. The trope I am referring to is of the distant, tranquil, and exotic seas of 

the Global South.1 Yet for those familiar with modern world history, the water bodies that 

stretch from southern Africa to South Asia are actually the region where Britain’s naval 

dominance remained largely unchallenged well into the 20th century (Pearson 191), a 

major testing ground of Cold War nuclear weapons (Lee 525–26), and the graveyard of 

countless slaves, indentured laborers, and deported asylum seekers. The southern waters 

in the four quotes are not simply rhetorical figures. Instead, the empty, paradisiacal 

seascapes are highly charged with political implications. As Edward Said notes in his 

study of Orientalism, Western cultural discourses about the Orient are informed by and in 

turn reinforce imperial rule in political and economic forms: “[…] what we must respect 

and try to grasp is the sheer knitted together strength of Orientalist discourse, its very 

close ties to the enabling socio-economic and political institutions, and its redoubtable 

durability” (6). In a similar manner, the imaginary of serene, empty seas works in concert 

with empires of old and new, making violence like forced displacement, militarism, and 

marine pollution hardly perceptible at best, justifiable at worst.  

                                                 
1 “Global South” is a notoriously slippery concept and displays multiple valences. Russell West-

Pavlov notes, “‘Global South’ is a protean term, shifting its meanings chameleon-like across various 

epochs and contexts. It has come to denote various forms of political, environmental, social, and 

epistemological agency arising out of the erstwhile colonized nations—what was once known as the 

Third World” (1). My following analysis concentrates on two aspects: the geopolitical South (the 

economically underdeveloped areas in contrast to Europe, North America, Australia, and New 

Zealand) and the geographical South (the oceans of the Southern Hemisphere, especially the South 

Atlantic and the Indian Ocean). 
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This thesis investigates the poetics and politics of the southern seas. Specifically, I 

explore how three contemporary postcolonial novels—Abdulrazak Gurnah’s By the Sea 

(2001), Zakes Mda’s The Whale Caller (2005), and Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s The 

Dragonfly Sea (2019) deploy oceanic discourses to challenge the epistemic and aesthetic 

paradigms represented by the four quotes above. By studying the aqueous elements in the 

three texts, my thesis aims to answer the following questions: how does oceanic language 

help Gurnah, Mda, and Owuor express their respective political thrusts? What are the 

relations between the three novels’ formal experiments and the ocean’s geophysical 

qualities? From the aspect of global knowledge production, how do three aqueous novels 

from Africa destabilize the Global North’s representational hegemony over the South? 

On the level of methodology, how do the three texts potentially parochialize oceanic 

studies, a discipline often entangled with universal categories like totalities, wholes, and 

the planet?    

Broadly speaking, my thesis is in conversation with two groups of scholarship: 

oceanic studies and Global South/postcolonial studies. By taking seashores, marine 

voices, and waters as the focus of analysis, my project participates in the oceanic turn in 

several humanities fields in the last decade. More specifically, I situate my project among 

scholarship that considers the ocean space from materialist vantage points. By 

“materialist,” I mean primarily two things. First, I regard the oceanic discourses in 

Gurnah, Mda, and Owuor’s novels to be more than figurative; instead, they are inflected 

with political and historical significance. In this way, I join critics like Margaret Cohen 

who study the correlation between maritime craft and the rise of the European novel (15–
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58) and Hester Blum who, by studying 19th-century American sailors, “[advocates] a 

practice of oceanic studies that is attentive to the material conditions and praxis of the 

maritime world” (670). Second, I am equally concerned about the ocean’s physicality and 

post-humanist dimensions. My project thereby falls in line with geographer Philip E. 

Steinberg’s work on geo-elementalism and wet ontologies. As he remarks, humans’ 

encounter with the blue elements “captures only a fraction of the sea’s complex, four-

dimensional materiality” (“Of Other Seas: Metaphors and Materialities in Maritime 

Regions” 156). Yet by examining how the three novelists evoke waters’ physicality 

through their literary craft to subvert traditional values, I wish to complicate an 

underlying dichotomy between geophysics and politics in Steinberg’s thought, giving his 

argument a necessary humanities twist.    

While my thesis is inspired by these important works, I recognize the risks of solely 

relying on them. The earliest, canonical scholarship of oceanic studies was generally 

produced in Global North institutions with focuses on the (north) Atlantic region and 

British/American literary texts.2 Partly because of the subject dealt with—the world’s 

largest commons—the categories and methods such scholarship puts forward tend to 

achieve universal explanatory power and impose, in Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s words, 

“epistemic violence”3 on the Global South. For instance, as Isabel Hofmeyr points out, 

the discussion of the slave trade in oceanic studies primarily draws on the Atlantic 

                                                 
2 For example, Jonathan Raban’s The Oxford Book of the Sea incorporates literary and scientific texts 

about the sea from the Renaissance to the late 20th century. Notably, among the hundreds of authors 

Raban anthologizes, only one is from the Global South—the Caribbean poet Derek Walcott. (ix–xvi)   
3 Spivak proposes the idea of “epistemic violence” to describe how imperial powers silence the 

subaltern by invalidating or destroying their knowledge systems and languages (“Can the Subaltern 

Speak?” 281–83).   
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experience and cannot adequately explain what slavery looks like in the Indian Ocean 

(“Universalizing the Indian Ocean” 722).  

Self-reflexive about the premises and methodologies of (northern) oceanic studies, 

this project thereby maintains a postcolonial standpoint. At the same time, I hope an 

oceanic lens can challenge postcolonial literary studies’ terrestrial focus. While scholars 

working at the intersection of postcolonial theory and ecocriticism have elaborated how 

empires and colonial discourses shape the more-than-human environment and our 

understanding of it, their works are generally land- or continent-focused. By tilting 

postcolonial studies seaward and examining the interaction of land and sea, my thesis 

seeks to explore how the marine world embodies colonial legacies, decolonial potential, 

and transoceanic solidarities that are not easily legible when land is the main organizing 

analytic. As my following three chapters will show, the ocean encompasses abject bodies 

expelled from imperial and national borders, sonic ecologies imperceptible to the 

anthropocentric mind, and East African maritime culture overshadowed by European sea 

powers. Equally prominent in these texts are natural agencies of monsoons, marine 

species, and water that resist or render contingent imperial and human control over the 

ocean. Also, though each novel has its particular concern, they similarly feature aqueous 

itineraries among southern communities—the ancient trade route across the Indian 

Ocean, the cetacean knowledge shared by South Africa and Oceania, and the maritime 

history that binds together Africa and China.  

Of course, there have already been seminal works that integrate oceanic and 

postcolonial studies. Elizabeth Deloughrey, an oceanic-studies scholar working from 
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Indigenous, postcolonial, and feminist perspectives, has a major influence on this project. 

In Routes and Roots, she investigates how Britain’s overseas expansion produces the 

myth of isolated islands, empty seas, and backward race, how European texts like 

Robinson Crusoe naturalize such cultural imaginaries, and how Caribbean and Pacific 

literatures seek to undo these constructions (Routes and Roots: Navigating Caribbean 

and Pacific Island Literatures 6–30). In her recent book Allegories of the Anthropocene, 

she uses Walter Benjamin’s allegorical mode to investigate how island writers tackle the 

scalar problem of climate change and provincialize the dominant Anthropocene discourse 

which “[flattens] […] the figure of the human into an unmarked masculine species 

deriving from the global north” (Allegories of the Anthropocene 12). In analyzing 

littorals, whales, and oceans—all entities with scales larger than the individual and the 

human, I borrow Deloughrey’s reading strategy—“a multiscalar method of telescoping 

between space (planet) and place (island) in a dialectic or ‘tidalectic’ way to see how they 

mutually inform each other” (Allegories of the Anthropocene 2). In other words, my three 

chapters explore how Gurnah, Mda, and Owuor provide localized, grounded responses to 

global issues and generate planetary images from where they stand—the African 

shorelines. Yet by focusing on the South Atlantic and the Indian Ocean, my analysis 

diverges from Deloughrey’s Caribbean and Pacific framework. 

Keeping the southern waters as my focus, my thesis thus aligns with another strand 

of thought that bridges oceanic and Global South studies. To address the understudied 

southern oceans and southern peoples’ aqueous imaginations, Hofmeyr and Kerry 

Bystrom organized the 2017 ACLA (American Comparative Literature Association) 
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special forum “Oceanic Routes.” As they state in the introduction, they “[find] 

particularly exciting the prospect of bringing perspectives from and on the Global South 

into dialogue with what remains an often hegemonic Anglophone (North) Atlantic 

studies” (1). Several key texts came after this forum. Edited by Bystrom and Joseph R. 

Slaughter and published in 2018, The Global South Atlantic brings together thoughts 

from or about the South Atlantic to complicate Atlantic studies, a field underwritten by 

Anglo-American geopolitical, epistemic, and linguistic hegemony (4–5). In the 2019 

English Language Notes special issue “Hydro-criticism,” Meg Samuelson and Charne 

Lavery put forward the category of the oceanic South. They believe the vast ocean 

expanses are the Global South’s central feature because, compared with the North, there 

is 20 percent more surface water in the Southern Hemisphere. They also suggest that an 

oceanic framework proves particularly useful in examining the impact of maritime 

imperialism on the South and “interlocking human and more-than-human itineraries” 

across the Atlantic, Indian, and Pacific Oceans. (37–38) Investigating how three novels 

from the South defamiliarize universalizing Global North discourses about the ocean, my 

thesis builds upon many concepts and methods developed by scholars of the southern 

seas. Yet our strategies of textual analysis are different. While critics in this field tend to 

focus on the theme, plot, and characterization of a literary piece, my close reading 

highlights my primary texts’ aesthetic and formal qualities and their relations to the 

ocean’s materiality. In other words, I regard Gurnah, Mda, and Owuor’s novels to be 

aqueous not simply because they feature humans and marine animals crossing the waters; 

more importantly, the three authors use different narrative tactics to formalize the ocean, 
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putting into novelistic terms oceanic properties like unboundedness, drift, fluidity, and 

solvency. Not necessarily divorced from the realist tradition, Gurnah, Mda, and Owuor’s 

works seem to be less avant-garde than postmodern water poems like M. NourbeSe 

Philip’s Zong! and Anne Waldman’s Manatee/Humanity. However, attentive to how the 

three novels experiment with oceanic qualities, this thesis adopts a reparative reading 

strategy and intends to reveal the radical potential of contemporary realism.   

Since all of my primary texts involve transnational movements, it is tempting to 

categorize them as world literature. Yet I would suggest all three novels in different ways 

problematize the world literature discourses characterized by cosmopolitan ethos, 

translatability, and unfettered travel of people and texts. As Jennifer Wenzel puts it, 

world literature approaches “often imagine a world of circulation without friction, where 

unresolved histories of economic, ecological, and epistemological violence are elided, 

naturalized, or euphemized” (8). Gurnah, Mda, and Owuor’s novels foreground 

individuals and groups who are marginalized in maritime modernity and would hardly 

make any presence in world literature’s anthologizing project. While cosmopolitan elites 

travel around the world without even recognizing the condition of their freedom, By the 

Sea’s main narrator is a refugee whose forced displacement from Zanzibar and 

interception at the English border post denaturalize the world image of unimpeded flows. 

The Whale Caller concentrates on the urban poor and marginalized voices who are 

consigned to oblivion in South Africa’s booming tourism. The protagonist of The 

Dragonfly Sea comes from Pate Island, a region not only on Kenya’s margin but also 

rendered invisible on world maps (Owuor, The Dragonfly Sea 43). In this way, the three 
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novels not only produce knowledge from and about the southern seas or what Raewyn 

Connell would call “southern theory,”4 the knowledge grounded in the South, but also, in 

Wenzel’s words, portray “scenes of world-imagining from below” (22).5  

One more note on the relationship between the three texts. Considering how Gurnah, 

Mda, and Owuor are writing in shared historical contexts—the long-standing effects of 

empire and postcoloniality, the combined and uneven processes of globalization, and the 

rising sea levels, I regard the three novels to be fundamentally intertwined and 

imbricated. However, I do not attempt to totalize the three works or use a specific topic to 

guide the whole thesis. Though all three novels mobilize aqueous discourses, they are 

still thematically and stylistically disparate: By the Sea represents the peripatetic, 

fragmented aesthetics of migrant narratives; featuring a man communicating with a 

whale, The Whale Caller is fantastical, even magical realist; The Dragonfly Sea is a 

coming-of-age tale with sprawling plotlines and florid language. To do justice to each 

text’s particularity, I structure the three chapters disjunctively. By constellating three 

novels that are distinctly different, I hope to demonstrate how contemporary postcolonial 

writing from several aspects punctures critical discourses and provokes questions 

                                                 
4 According to Connell, “southern theory” refers to indigenous thoughts, categories, and 

methodologies generated in the world peripheries. She coins the phrase in hope of countering the 

hegemony of Eurocentric, metropolitan social thought in global knowledge production. (vii–ix) I 

recognize the disciplinary gap between my work (literary studies) and Connell’s (social science), but I 

find “southern theory” rather compellingly describes what Gurnah, Mda, and Owuor are doing in their 

fiction writing. In their heterogeneous narrative forms, the three authors develop oceanic theories 

different from the ones in (northern) oceanic studies.     
5 As Wenzel explains, “[belowness] involves not only class position, in the familiar idiom of 

subalternity, but spatial position: perspective and altitude in a literal sense” (22, emphasis in original). 

The novels examined in this thesis aptly capture the two-fold meaning of “belowness”: they center 

upon the underclass or the marginalized; in contrast to “the Apollonian view from high above the 

earth” (22), they are set in coastal areas, near the sea level, or even underwater.    



10 

 

heretofore unasked in hydro-criticism. Each chapter of this thesis contributes to one 

subfield of oceanic studies. Chapter 1 attempts to unmask the geopolitical and 

biopolitical dynamics in the littoral, a site undertheorized or simply associated with 

recreational activities in existing scholarship. While natural science has long been 

attentive to sounds in the ocean, chapter 2 explores the form and aesthetics of marine 

soundscapes. Although postcolonial critics have begun to analyze South-South relations 

using hydro-critical frameworks6 and China’s growing influence in the Indian Ocean has 

arrested scholarly attention,7 few people have researched China and Africa’s aqueous 

connection. By examining one novel that highlights such connection, my last chapter 

gestures toward larger projects that bring together Sinophone maritime fiction and Indian 

Ocean literature of the Anglophone world. 

Chapter 1, “Recalibrating the Littoral in By the Sea” concentrates on the Zanzibari 

and English seashores in Gurnah’s novel. I assert that the littoral space in the text indexes 

the effects of colonial and state powers which similarly rely on a mechanism of waste-

production and exclusion. The novel then deploys several formal tactics to destabilize the 

                                                 
6 See, for example, Hofmeyr, Isabel. “The Black Atlantic Meets the Indian Ocean: Forging New 

Paradigms of Transnationalism for the Global South–Literary and Cultural Perspectives.” Social 

Dynamics, vol. 33, no. 2, 2007, pp. 3–32; Hofmeyr, Isabel. “Southern by Degrees: Islands and 

Empires in the South Atlantic, the Indian Ocean, and the Subantarctic World.” The Global South 

Atlantic, edited by Kerry Bystrom and Joseph R. Slaughter, Fordham University Press, 2018, pp. 81–

96; Lavery, Charne. “The Indian Ocean Meets the South Seas: Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Desertion and 

Robert Louis Stevenson’s Beachcombers.” Wasafiri, vol. 32, no. 1, 2017, pp. 33–39. My chapter 3, 

like Lavery’s article, aims to bring together the Indian Ocean and the Pacific worlds. However, our 

emphases are different: Lavery’s essay, more an analysis of how the South writes back to the North, 

examines how Gurnah reworks a Pacific-based trope (beachcombing) in colonial stories; my chapter 

explores how bridging the two oceans might generate new interpretations of South-South solidarity. 
7 In envisioning what “a multilateral post-American world” might look like, Hofmeyr uses the 

economic rise of China (as well as India and Southeast Asia) in the Indian Ocean world as an example 

(“Universalizing the Indian Ocean” 722).  
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exclusionary machinery of empires and states. Further, the book reimagines the seashore 

as something other than a border that accepts certain bodies and keeps some others out. It 

depicts cultural exchanges in the littoral that predate or coexist with colonial and 

nationalist regimes, but avoids romanticizing these contacts. Also, when larger scales like 

the ocean’s deep time are brought into view, the attempt of occupying and colonizing the 

seashore appears preposterous.     

Chapter 2, “Sounding the Depths: Marine Voices and Cetacean Ecology in The 

Whale Caller” focuses on ocean-related sound imageries in Mda’s novel, including whale 

calls and the titular protagonist’s kelp horn. I suggest that Mda uses marine soundscapes 

to counter ocularcentrism evinced by the empire’s all-encompassing vision and the tourist 

gaze. Through the protagonist’s whale-calling practices, the novel brings out submerged 

whales songs and oppressed voices of indigenous populations, neither of which is 

recognizable under the dominance of vision. At the same time, staging the gap between 

the Whale Caller and the authorial voice, the book reveals the protagonist’s 

characterological limits and maintains that the ocean’s mysteries are irreducible to human 

sensory scales.  

Chapter 3, “The Aqueous Form and the Afro-Sino Encounter in The Dragonfly Sea” 

immerses Africa-China literary studies in water. I contend that Owuor uses aqueous 

vocabularies to tackle the Afro-Sino encounter’s multiple temporalities. The novel stages 

its historicity by depicting Indo-Pacific waters as where neoliberalism and state 

capitalism converge. Yet the novel also imagines other forms of waters including gyres 

and aimless drifts. They either help conjure up ancient contact between Africa and China 
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to unsettle the living present, or generate speculative, ateleological futures beyond the 

present. This chapter ends by considering how The Dragonfly Sea dissolves English 

grammar and refers extensively to Global South languages and texts. I assert that in doing 

so, the novel envisions an intellectual community that largely bypasses the Anglophone 

readership and primarily consists of peoples across the southern waters.  
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CHAPTER 1. RECALIBRATING THE LITTORAL IN BY THE SEA 

 

The Littoral: A Historical Form 

In recent years, oceanic-studies scholars have paid increasing attention to the coast, 

a liminal zone that calls for multiscalar telescoping between place and space, local and 

global, human and more-than-human world. Yet existing scholarship on the littoral 

usually focuses on Euro-American seashores and interprets them as sites of 

entertainment, consumption, adventure sports or scientific investigation.8 As for the few 

scholars turning to the southern shores, they generally focus on how Western castaways, 

adventurers, missionaries, and naturalists perceive the southern coast and encounter the 

colonial other.9 While these works have importantly recognized the particularities of the 

littoral, a transition zone that earlier scholars view as merely an extension of the inland 

areas,10 their geographical focus, methodologies, and central questions pursued tend to 

suggest an unsettling Eurocentric episteme.    

                                                 
8 For a class analysis of interwar English seashores, see Feigel, Lara, and Alexandra Harris, editors. 

Modernism on Sea: Art and Culture at the British Seaside. Peter Lang Publishing, Inc., 2009. For 

discussions about seaside holiday, hydrotherapy, and water sports in Euro-American contexts, see 

Lencek, Lena, and Gideon Bosker. The Beach: A History of Paradise on Earth. Penguin Books, 1999; 

Walton, John K. The British Seaside: Holidays and Resorts in the Twentieth Century. Manchester 

University Press, 2000; Tabb, Bruce, and Susan C. Anderson. Water, Leisure and Culture: European 
Historical Perspectives. Bloomsbury Academic, 2002. For a discussion about the intersection of 

amateur science and tourism on Victorian seashores, see Granata, Silvia. “‘Let Us Hasten to the 

Beach’: Victorian Tourism and Seaside Collecting.” Lit: Literature Interpretation Theory, vol. 27, no. 

2, 2016, pp. 91–110. 
9 See, for example, chapter 5 of John Mack’s The Sea: A Cultural History. Although Mack touches 

upon how Vezo peoples and Bajau Laut conceptualize the beach, the chapter centers upon how 

European figures like Robinson Crusoe, Captain Cook, groups of white sailors and merchants observe 

the southern coast. (165–87) 
10 For instance, in The Social Construction of the Ocean, Philip E. Steinberg argues that during 

industrial capitalism, the coastal sea is “[…] a component of the developable territory of the nation-

state-society” and contrasts with the deep sea, a non-territorial platform supporting international free 

trade (The Social Construction of the Ocean 135). 
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The turn towards coastal cultures is echoed by scholars of the Indian Ocean, who 

propose the analytic of “littoral society”11 or study the amphibian characteristic of 

“littoral literature.”12 Notably, Indian Ocean scholars remain sensitive to (post)colonial 

violence that impacts littoral communities. They further challenge the epistemological 

inequalities underlying littoral studies, seeking to unmask the mechanisms of censorship 

and governance that are usually illegible to carefree beachgoers from the North. 

However, in this strand of scholarship, critics’ approaches are generally more historical 

than aesthetic. In other words, few people have examined how literary form refracts the 

littoral space’s political history. Indeed, just like how light is bent and deflected when 

passing through water, social reality is not merely reflected but reconfigured in the 

literary text.    

In this chapter, following Indian Ocean literary scholars like Isabel Hofmeyr and 

Meg Samuelson, I propose the littoral as a formal principle that helps us understand 

border-crossing and its geopolitical/biopolitical implications. Focusing on law 

enforcement and body discipline near the waters, my analysis is informed by Hofmeyr’s 

term “hydrocolonialism,” the colonization of, by way of, or on water (“Provisional Notes 

on Hydrocolonialism” 13). At the same time, Samuelson’s concept of “coastal form,” a 

“heuristic device and unit of analysis” that negotiates land and sea, human and planetary 

scales (“Coastal Form: Amphibian Positions, Wider Worlds, and Planetary Horizons on 

the African Indian Ocean Littoral” 16), inspires my formalist reading of the littoral. Yet 

                                                 
11 See Pearson, Michael. “Littoral Society: The Concept and the Problems.” Journal of World History, 

vol. 17, no. 4, 2006, pp. 353–73. 
12 See Samuelson, Meg. “Coastal Form: Amphibian Positions, Wider Worlds, and Planetary Horizons 

on the African Indian Ocean Littoral.” Comparative Literature, vol. 69, no. 1, 2017, pp. 16–24. 
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at some important points, my argument diverges from their works. A scholar of print 

culture and book history, Hofmeyr primarily uses book censorship in port cities to 

illustrate hydrocolonialism and treats books more as physical objects. My chapter instead 

explores the littoral in the novelistic world or what M.M. Bakhtin calls the “chronotope,” 

the formal reconfiguration of “real historical time and space” in literature (84). While 

Samuelson formalizes the littoral and examines how the “ontological openness” of 

coastal living is aesthetically manifested, her interest, as indicated by the term 

“amphibian,” lies more in breaking spatial binaries of “land and sea, interior and exterior, 

here and there” (“Coastal Form: Amphibian Positions, Wider Worlds, and Planetary 

Horizons on the African Indian Ocean Littoral” 20). In my analysis, I hope to stress that 

the coast is equally a historical form. In other words, the littoral form is inflected with 

overlapping and sometimes conflicting planetary and human histories.   

To exemplify how the littoral form is inscribed with multiple temporalities, I turn to 

Zanzibar-born writer Abdulrazak Gurnah’s By the Sea, a novel in which the northern 

(English) and southern (Swahili) seashores are equally prominent. I suggest that the 

littoral imaginary weaves together two major themes in By the Sea scholarship: the 

diasporic dislocation of northbound refugees13; and the flows of people, objects, and 

narratives around the Indian Ocean Rim.14 In the next section of this chapter, I read the 

                                                 
13 See Masterson, John. “Travel and/as Travail: Diasporic Dislocations in Abdulrazak Gurnah’s By the 

Sea and Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss.” Journal of Commonwealth Literature, vol. 45, no. 3, 

2010, pp. 409–27, doi:10.1177/0021989410376223. 
14 See Datta, Sreya M. “Swahili Transmodernity and the Indian Ocean: Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Ethic of 

Community in By the Sea, Desertion, and Gravel Heart.” Postcolonial Text, vol. 14, no. 3 & 4, 2019, 

https://www.postcolonial.org/index.php/pct/article/view/2463; Samuelson, Meg. “Narrative 

Cartographies, ‘Beautiful Things’ and Littoral States in Abdulrazak Gurnah’s By the Sea.” English 
Studies in Africa, vol. 56, no. 1, May 2013, pp. 78–90, doi:10.1080/00138398.2013.780683. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0021989410376223
https://www.postcolonial.org/index.php/pct/article/view/2463
https://doi.org/10.1080/00138398.2013.780683
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English customs house and Swahili seashores in the novel as what Hofmeyr would call 

hydroborders. I specifically investigate the relationship between border-crossing, the 

production of waste, and discourses of origin in the book. While the novel’s co-narrators 

Saleh Omar and Latif Mahmud have similar experiences of exile, my close reading 

focuses on Saleh. The reason is that compared with Latif who ends up as a university 

professor and is relatively privileged in global mobility, Saleh, who suffered long-time 

imprisonment during the Zanzibar Revolution and later travels to England as a refugee, 

experiences hydrocolonialism in a more visceral sense. Keeping the wasted body of 

modernity as my focal point, I hope to join scholars like Elizabeth Deloughrey in 

rethinking discourses of globalism and elite cosmopolitanism from the ocean space, or 

what she terms the “heavy waters.”15 I trace the hydrocolonial formations Saleh witnesses 

on the English and Zanzibari seashores, and explore how the novel uses formal strategies 

to invalidate these hydroborders. In the final section, I examine how By the Sea 

reimagines the seashore as something beyond the hydroborder. Through formal 

rearrangement of temporality, the novel indicates that the construction of hydroborders is 

highly contingent: the littoral is a nexus of cultural exchange that predates and survives 

the regime of empires and states; the novel further puts the littoral on the planet’s 

timescale, relativizing any attempt of territorializing the coast.  

 

Destabilizing the Hydroborders  

                                                 
15 See DeLoughrey, Elizabeth. “Heavy Waters: Waste and Atlantic Modernity.” PMLA, vol. 125, no. 3, 

2010, pp. 703–12. In this article, she argues that wasted bodies in the (Atlantic) ocean including 

slaves, human refugees, and nuclear waste problematize the concept of modernity as mobility, history 

as linear progress (“Heavy Waters: Waste and Atlantic Modernity” 703–05).  
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By the Sea is a novel obsessed with border inspections and the trope of the 

gatekeeper (or its Arabic form—the bawab). At the beginning of the book, Saleh refers to 

Kevin Edelman (the immigration officer at Gatwick Airport) as “the bawab of Europe, 

and the gatekeeper to the orchards in the family courtyard” (By the Sea 31). During the 

years of the Zanzibar Revolution, Nuhu, a servant in Saleh’s household, “became an 

officer in the Customs Police,” one of “those people who stand at the harbour gates and 

search all the vehicles, and keep unauthorised people out, and require a bribe for 

everything” (By the Sea 207–08). Recounting one visit to Saleh’s house when he was 

young, Latif invokes the novel’s intertext—the Arabian Nights—in describing Nuhu. He 

recalls, “[when Nuhu] came to the door he was like one of those scowling bawabs you 

read about in the stories of A Thousand and One Nights, a big fleshy black man guarding 

his master’s doorway” (By the Sea 152). When Latif later travels to England as a 

stowaway, he similarly encounters a bawab—a harbor policeman named Walter who 

dismisses Latif’s refugee stories as a joke (By the Sea 138–39). And near the end of the 

novel, walking on the English waterfront, Saleh notices “two large, resplendent bawabs” 

in front of a hotel. In a rather ironic tone, he comments that “[there is] something eternal 

about the sight, those men unable to resist the impulse to strut” and regards bawabs as 

“an indispensable article in any civilised and prosperous culture” (200–01, my emphasis). 

As we can see from these instances, the idea of border-policing runs across time and 

space in the novel, and helps define the governance of modern states. I suggest that 

Gurnah critiques this issue by focusing on the moments of border-crossing and unpacking 

the power relations in the littoral space.  
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How does the novel invoke hydroborders to question the exclusionary machinery of 

empires and modern nations? Related to this, how does the novel formally grapple with 

the bodies that are excluded, stranded on the seashore, or deported from the territory? To 

answer these questions, I close read some exemplary scenes in the novel: the English 

border post where Saleh confronts the immigration officer Edelman, the doorkeeper of 

European society; the Zanzibari beach where lie relics of the British Empire and material 

testimonies to state violence. While Saleh encounters Edelman at an airport, a site not 

necessarily near or on the water, my reading will show that the logic of hydrocolonialism 

extends far beyond the coast and appears in realms apart from water transport.    

Many have noted how Saleh strategically remains silent to fit himself into the 

typical refugee image and pass the immigration inspection.16 I would further suggest that 

Saleh does not merely pass the English hydroborder by staying silent, but also 

undermines hydrocolonial formations via storytelling in the frame narrative. Specifically, 

in recalling how he was detained by the customs officer Edelman, Saleh ironizes the 

interrogation process and questions its epistemic condition that links identity with certain 

ethnic origins.  

Hofmeyr points out that customs officials usually conduct examinations in an 

“apprehensive” manner. They read the object according to “a logic of origin and source” 

and “at times […] [seize] and [detain] it on the grounds of being piracy, sedition, or 

obscenity” (“Provisional Notes on Hydrocolonialism” 15–17). In the novel, Edelman is 

                                                 
16 See, for example, Helff, Sissy. “Measuring Silence: Dialogic Contact Zones in Abdulrazak Gurnah’s 

By the Sea and Desertion.” Matatu, vol. 46, no. 1, Mar. 2015, pp. 153–67, 

doi:10.1163/9789004298071_010. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004298071_010
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clearly obsessed with marks of origin. His interrogation focuses on Saleh’s ethnicity and 

he is equally curious about how to name the casket of incense that Saleh carries. Edelman 

reads in a paranoid way, fearing that Saleh, an alien subject, and his unnamable 

belongings might contaminate the English society. The mysterious incense is confiscated 

for further testing, and vocabularies of waters and waste permeate his questioning of 

Saleh. Performing a verbal exclusion of unwanted race, Edelman declares to the old man: 

“[people] like you come pouring in here without any thought of the damage they cause. 

You don’t belong here, you don’t value any of the things we value, you haven’t paid for 

them through generations, and we don’t want you here.” (By the Sea 12) Edelman’s 

words indicate his anxiety about drawing boundaries and maintaining the binary between 

land and sea. Paradoxically, the aqueous phrases he uses imply that such a task is 

impossible. Just like the inrush of water, foreign immigrants keep “pouring in” and 

muddying the line between dry and wet grounds, territorial and extraterritorial spaces.   

Edelman’s border-making practices are also challenged in the frame story. 

Recounting this episode to the reader, Saleh uses his ironic comments to bracket 

Edelman’s law enforcement. In a manner of dramatic irony, the inspector believes that he 

wields mastery over Saleh, an aged, African exile without English ability, but the reader 

knows that Saleh’s words largely invalidate Edelman’s exercise of power. For instance, 

whereas Edelman resorts to racial categories and seeks to close the door of Europe 

against Saleh, Saleh is equally probing Edelman’s ethnicity in his narration. He 

meditates, 

That this too too solid flesh should melt, thaw and resolve itself into a dew. It had been 

easy to match my breathing to his as he spoke, until the very end, because for most of the 
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time his voice was calm and ordinary as if he was only reciting regulations. Edelman, 

was that a German name? Or a Jewish name? Or a made-up name? Into a dew, jew, juju. 

(By the Sea 12)  

In the first sentence, Gurnah invokes the eponymous protagonist’s famous soliloquy in 

Act 1, Scene 2 of Hamlet. While in the original play Hamlet wishes his own flesh could 

evaporate “[into] a dew,” the novel borrows water’s solvency to formally melt away the 

discourses of ethnic origins. With “‘edel’ being the German term for ‘noble’” (King 199), 

Edelman seems to represent the noble blood that overrides any hydroborder. Yet in an 

earlier paragraph, we learn that Edelman’s parents are “refugees […] from Romania” (By 

the Sea 12) who probably had been contained in the English littoral as undesired aliens. 

Just as the multivalent name “Edelman” has already complicated the idea of ethnic 

authenticity, Saleh’s narration gradually moves away from concrete categories like 

German or Jewish identities and turns them into the cacophony of “dew, jew, juju.” Yet 

given that Saleh symptomatically resorts to racial categories in the first place, the novel 

suggests the discourse of ethnic origins is deep-rooted even in the mind of its skeptic.  

The English customs house is the first but not the last hydroborder we encounter in 

the novel. As Saleh comments at one point, the littoral zone guarded by the immigration 

inspector is “[…] the same gate which had released the hordes that went out to consume 

the world […]” (By the Sea 31). The Royal Navy departed from the British coast to 

establish hydroborders along the world’s coastlines, and when the Britons hastily 

retreated from Zanzibar in the 1960s, much imperial debris was left on the Swahili shore. 

With the empire’s decline and demise, the bodies that used to consolidate Britain’s 
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overseas power are recast as waste. However, Saleh’s narration focuses exactly on these 

unwanted, underrepresented bodies.  

Most notably, the retreating Britons left on the Zanzibari coast abject bodies and 

crumbling infrastructures affiliated with the empire. Situated on a small island near 

Zanzibar, the prison that detains Saleh was first built by the British colonizers. In the 

postcolonial years, the empire’s overseas presence is very much consigned to oblivion. 

Yet Saleh’s narration concentrates on the remnants of imperial expansion, and thus 

becomes a resistance to forgetting. Specifically, Saleh notes the ruins of imperial 

hydroborders—the neglected prison building whose “[…] walls [have] collapsed here and 

there” (By the Sea 224). His storytelling also registers the empire’s servants who devoted 

their lives to guarding the hydroborders. We learn that the “graves of […] three British 

naval officers” stand silently on the Zanzibari seashore (By the Sea 224). These officers 

were garrisoned at the empire’s frontier and “[…] died on the island after an accident at 

sea,” yet, as Saleh suggests, they were not well remembered by the imperial regime or 

even their own relatives in England (By the Sea 224). A similar fate befell the anonymous 

caretaker on the island, an old man appointed to “[tend] the monuments of an empire 

which had retreated to the safety of its own ramparts and forgotten him” (By the Sea 

224).  

These residual forms of border-governance are important not simply because they 

disclose the human sacrifices that accompany imperial hydropolitics. The empire’s 

hydrocolonial formations on the island are conveniently used by the revolutionary 

government of Zanzibar for other exclusionary purposes. As Saleh informs us,  
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The [Zanzibari] government had been using the island as a detention centre since 

independence. They rounded up whole families of people of Omani descent, especially 

those who lived in the country or wore beards and turbans or were related to the ousted 

sultan, and transported them to the small island some distance off shore. There they were 

detained under guard, until eventually, several months later, ships chartered by the Omani 

government took them away in their thousands. There were so many of them that it was 

weeks before the ships stopped coming. It was known that there were still some people 

detained there. (By the Sea 221–22) 

The Zanzibari seashore in this paragraph, just like the English customs house and 

the empire’s checkpoint guarded by certain gatekeepers, is the borderline where decisions 

about racial exclusion are carried out. By highlighting the homology between England 

and Zanzibar in managing racial differences, the novel displaces one false dichotomy that 

often characterizes the narration of colonial and postcolonial histories, that is, the 

opposition between the colonizer and the colonized. As Hofmeyr aptly puts it, categories 

like “domination and resistance […] arise from postindependence revisions of colonial 

history. The Indian Ocean requires us to take a much longer perspective, which 

necessarily complicates any simple binaries”(“The Complicating Sea: The Indian Ocean 

as Method” 589). Representing the aftermaths of the Zanzibar Revolution from a littoral 

perspective and focusing on the Omanis are fundamentally subversive acts, for as we 

learn from the history of this period, the newly-independent Zanzibari state took a radical 

inward turn, shut down the monsoon trade, and attempted to transform Zanzibar into a 

homogenous, self-contained entity.17 The 1964 Revolution itself “was driven by a desire 

                                                 
17 As Shanti Moorthy notes, “[the] new postcolonial Zanzibari government severed all trade and 
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to remove Omani rule” and, to eliminate Arabian influence on the country, the new 

government led by Abeid Karume “used the category ‘Arab’ to dispossess, expel, and 

murder thousands of people who had a different idea of who they were” (Gurnah, “An 

Idea of the Past”). The novel goes against the grain and turns toward the coast where 

Zanzibari state violence finds full legibility. It registers the Omani people awaiting 

deportation, and seeks to rescue alternative temporalities embedded in these bodies.  

In the novel, one major way of uncovering oppressed histories is through Saleh’s 

storytelling. As a political prisoner on the island, Saleh bears witness to tortures 

happening on the seashore and, just as he takes notice of the empire’s residues, he listens 

to stories of those marginalized by the state power. He recounts that “[one] of the 

[Omani] detainees kept a diary of all the persecutions that befell them, hiding the torn 

scraps of his futile indictment between the pages of his copy of the Koran” (By the Sea 

225). We see at least two oxymorons in the sentence: the Omani keeps a diary to note 

down violence toward his race, yet this document is torn into pieces, failing to serve the 

purpose of recording history; similarly, while the word “indictment” denotes “a 

condemnation, criticism, or charge” (“Indictment, n.”) and thereby suggests a provocative 

gesture toward the state regime, its effectiveness is undermined by the modifier “futile.” 

The novel foregrounds these formal tensions to suggest the difficulty of historical 

narration when, in Walter Benjamin’s words, “[the] past can be seized only as an image 

                                                 
cultural links with the Indian Ocean world, through the banning of musim trade and the 

undermining of entrepots, in an ultimately failed bid for fiscal self-sufficiency through the pursuit 

of disastrous agrarian policies. The motives ostensibly are ideological, as they attempted to force 

conventional postcolonial notions of nationalism, of unitary language and culture, and native 

claims for land, on a mobile polyglot littoral society” (98).  
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which flashes up at the instant when it can be recognized and is never seen again” (255). 

The moment when the Omanis are temporarily contained on the Zanzibari seashore or 

when their historical account appears in “torn scraps” qualifies as what Benjamin calls “a 

moment of danger” (255), because but for a narrative effort to arrest such image of the 

past, the “futile indictment” would otherwise have been intercepted by the border guards 

or dissipated in the sea breeze and waters.  

Yet at the same time, the novel grapples with the dynamics between archives and 

counter-archives, tangible testimonies to hydrocolonialism and silences that lie outside 

the realm of representation. In other words, whereas the novel is able to register waste 

bodies on the seashore and recuperate alternative temporalities that lie therein, a greater 

challenge would be: how does language tackle colonial and state violence that fails to 

leave traces in the littoral environment? Whereas storytelling unmasks multiple forms of 

violence in the littoral, Saleh implies that the hydrocolonial practices we see are merely 

the tip of the iceberg. On his way to the prison island, Saleh thought that he “[…] was to 

be taken to a beach in the country to be disposed of, as rumour had it so many others had 

been” (221, my emphasis). Later when recalling the tortures he witnessed and suffered in 

prison, Saleh notes, “[the] years were written in the language of the body, and it is not a 

language I can speak with words” (By the Sea 230–31). Apart from arresting the tangible 

relics—the prison building, the empire’s servants, and the displaced Omani bodies, the 

novel points to violence that is unimaginable in scale, ungraspable like the rumor, and 

unable to be put into words.   
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Recuperating the Seashore 

As I have analyzed in the previous section, in decolonizing the littoral, By the Sea 

invokes several formal devices: it ironizes the hydrocolonial formations that are legible to 

the reader, foregrounds the excluded bodies that find little presence in official 

historiography, and gestures toward hydrocolonial violence that lies beyond 

representation. Yet apart from challenging several kinds of boundary-making, the novel 

also reconfigures the littoral, recuperating it from the colonial logics. The novel directs 

our attention to vernacular cultural flows that preexist and coexist with empires and 

states. Importantly, Gurnah avoids idealizing the past and remains attentive to violence 

experienced by women and other minorities in these seemingly more peaceful 

encounters. Further, the novel stretches its temporal scope even more and invites us to 

view the littoral on a planetary dimension. In the face of geological movements and the 

yearly monsoon, the construction of hydroborders appears trivial and unachievable in a 

fundamental sense.  

Investigating the role of relation in Gurnah’s oeuvre, Tina Steiner writes, “Gurnah’s 

narratives vividly draw the devastating effects of an identity politics of exclusion while at 

the same time showing readers that pockets of relation are possible, where boundaries of 

identity are crossed, whether they are national, religious, or any other kind” (133). 

Building on that, I suggest the “pockets of relation” that Steiner describes have existed 

long before the establishment of hydroborders. And as many scholars have noted, these 

transoceanic links survive (albeit transformed by) the modern empires. In Jatin Dua’s 

account, though weakened by colonialism and postcolonial nationalism, the dhow 
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economy in the Indian Ocean lingers on and even plays a crucial role in contemporary 

Somali piracy (53–55). According to Sugata Bose, “[the] dreams and goals of the 

colonized were never fully constrained by the territorial frontiers of colonial states.” 

Universalisms like Islam not only helped establish littoral communities in premodern and 

early modern periods, but also generated anticolonial movements during high 

imperialism. (31–32) 

In reconfiguring the littoral zone, By the Sea imagines multiple transnational 

relations that antecede or parallel the construction of hydroborders. As Saleh tells us, the 

temporality of Indian Ocean commerce overshadows the time frame of European 

modernity and globalist imperialism. The traders from the Middle East and South Asia 

follow the monsoon wind and come to the Swahili coast and have been doing so “every 

year for at least a thousand years” (By the Sea 14, my emphasis). Through the Persian 

merchant Jaafar Musa and his son Reza, the novel shows how these ancient networks 

persisted even in the heyday of Britain’s maritime empire. It is clear that the British were 

building hydroborders around the Indian Ocean: “[they] were interfering everywhere they 

could, […] imposing consuls and residents and customs regulations, creating order by 

taking charge of everything that looked as if it would deliver a penny or two” (By the Sea 

24). Despite all this, Jaafar ended up as “one of the richest merchants in Malaya” (By the 

Sea 24). Although Reza lost much of his father’s fortune and had to relocate to Bahrain, 

he still managed to circumvent Britain’s rule of waters and maintain trade ties with South 

Asia (By the Sea 27).    
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While Gurnah proposes ancient maritime networks to relativize modern empires’ 

control over the coast, he does not idealize the ancient seashore. In fact, in one interview, 

he suggests how violence against minorities happens in the littoral even without 

hydrocolonial formations: 

[…] [The] very reason that the coastal regions are so vulnerable when European 

imperialism comes—is because the society is already at full stretch. All sorts of cruelties 

existed within it which it can’t account for even to itself. Cruelties against women, 

cruelties against children, cruelties against those people that you see as weak, as every 

society does. (361) 

In the novel, Gurnah indicates how the ancient routes between Indian Ocean littorals are 

underpinned by forcible movements such as indentured labor and human trafficking. 

While merchants and sailors come to the Swahili coast with “their stories and their songs 

and prayers,” they also “[take] what they could buy, trade or snatch away with them, 

including people they bought or kidnapped and sold into labour and degradation in their 

own lands” (By the Sea 15). Another scenario makes explicit the gender politics 

underlying vernacular cosmopolitanism. When the Omanis are being deported out of 

Zanzibar, Saleh and the commanding officer ponder the origin story of their race:  

‘You should’ve gone with your brothers,’ the commanding officer said. 

‘They’re your brothers too,’ I said, though I said it mildly for fear of offending our ruler, 

so mildly that I had to repeat it before he heard me.  

‘Yes,’ he said laughing. ‘The Omanis fucked all our mothers.’ 

“And this is as much their home as it is mine, as it is yours,” I said. (By the Sea 228) 
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The vocabularies of fraternity seemingly point to the supranational, non-hierarchical 

relations that characterize Indian Ocean cultural exchange. However, the excerpt suggests 

that what underwrite such brotherhood and masculine diaspora are women who are 

violated and immobilized in the littoral zone. Even when empires and states are not 

present, the novel reminds us, the freedom in the littoral and the vast seas is still 

conditional and largely precluded from the marginalized.      

Apart from considering ancient maritime networks in the Indian Ocean, the novel 

relativizes hydrocolonial formations by considering geological and climatological forces 

that shape the littoral. When the deep time is taken into account, the hydroborders that 

embolden empires and states appear vulnerable and insignificant.  

The monsoon, the ocean, and the shore are not merely backgrounds but agents in the 

novel. They underpin and even alter the course of the characters’ activities. For example, 

Hussein, a Persian merchant who starts the feud between Saleh and Latif’s families, is 

fundamentally associated with the rhythm of monsoons. Because “[it] [is] a bad year for 

the return winds of the musim, coming so late and fitfully at first,” Hussein overstays in 

the Swahili littoral and, “out of boredom or playfulness,” starts playing tricks on the two 

families (By the Sea 32). He lends Rajab (Latif’s father) a loan the latter can never pay 

back, involves Saleh into the affair in another financial dealing, and takes Hassan (Latif’s 

brother) away when the monsoon finally comes. Depicting climatological forces as a 

determinant of human activities and narrative progression, the novel undermines the 

anthropocentric logic of hydrocolonialism. Rather than transforming the aqueous 
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ecologies, human characters are ordered around by the tropical wind, detained in the 

littoral or swept out to sea.         

The littoral’s geophysical dimension is also exemplified by the extradiegetic survey 

of Indian Ocean history at the novel’s beginning. These pages present a long, stretching 

timescale that no hydroborder or human will can sustain. Since the ages before the human 

history, the Swahili shore has been perpetually forming and eroding, responding to the 

climatic rhythms. We learn that every year when the monsoon blows toward the East 

African littoral, “[…] the currents obligingly provide a channel to harbour,” and the coast 

has already “[…] cusped so long ago to receive the musim winds” (By the Sea 14–15, my 

emphasis). What we have here is a post-humanist littoral. The main characters are no 

longer border inspectors and wasted human bodies but geo-elemental forces that 

historicize and decenter the imperial, national, and human temporalities.  

In this chapter, I have suggested that the littoral in Gurnah’s novel is fundamentally 

a material form. The coast in By the Sea indexes the traumatic histories of colonial 

conquest and postcolonial nation-building. At the same time, the novel relativizes these 

temporalities by putting them on larger timescales of ancient commerce and the planet. It 

is worth noting that the vibrancy of nonhumans only makes brief appearances in By the 

Sea. Such concern is taken up and further elaborated by Zakes Mda’s The Whale Caller, 

a novel that centers upon human-nonhuman relations in the southern seas.      
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CHAPTER 2. SOUNDING THE DEPTHS: MARINE VOICES AND 

CETACEAN ECOLOGY IN THE WHALE CALLER 

 

Developing an Ear for the Ocean 

Together with Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide and Witi Ihimaera’s The Whale 

Rider, Zakes Mda’s The Whale Caller is among the most discussed texts in postcolonial 

ecocriticism. Critics usually take an animal-studies approach, investigating cetacean 

subjectivities,18 animal rights,19 and the ontological entanglement of humans and non-

humans in the novel.20 Recently, oceanic-studies scholars have used The Whale Caller to 

illustrate the cultural and geophysical networks between southern Africa and other 

southern societies, such as Australasia and Antarctica.21 Drawing upon cetacean 

physiology, which is generally neglected by existing scholarship, this chapter examines 

The Whale Caller from an aural perspective and explores how the novel’s marine voices 

embody subversive politics.  

As media theorist John Durham Peters tells us, sound looms much larger than light 

in the marine environment and cetaceans are fundamentally acoustic species. 

“Underwater, light is scattered and absorbed but sound speeds at a quicksilver pace; 

                                                 
18 Smith, Craig. “Chapter 11: Animal Others, Other People: Exploring Cetacean Personhood in Zakes 

Mda’s The Whale Caller.” Creatural Fictions: Human-Animal Relationships in Twentieth- and 
Twenty-First-Century Literature, Palgrave Macmillan, 2016, pp. 241–57. 
19 Woodward, Wendy. “The Killing (Off) of Animals in Some Southern African Fiction, or ‘Why Does 

Every Animal Story Have to Be Sad?’” Journal of Literary Studies, vol. 23, no. 3, 2007, pp. 293–313. 
20 Sewlall, Harry. “Border Crossings: Mapping the Human and the Non-Human in Zakes Mda’s The 

Whale Caller.” Scrutiny 2: Issues in English Studies in Southern Africa, vol. 12, no. 1, 2007, pp. 129–

38. 
21 See Samuelson, Meg, and Charne Lavery. “The Oceanic South.” English Language Notes, vol. 57, 

no. 1, 2019, pp. 37–50; Lavery, Charne. “Antarctica and Africa: Narrating Alternate Futures.” Polar 
Record, vol. 55, no. 5, Jan. 2020, pp. 347–50, doi:10.1017/S0032247419000743. 
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optics are discouraged and acoustics encouraged.” Accordingly, cetaceans develop strong 

hearing ability at the expense of other senses like sight and smell. (61–62) Yet because of 

the visual hegemony in Western thoughts and culture, people tend to understand whales, 

dolphins, and the ocean space from a visual aspect, or translate auditory messages to 

visual ones according to a sensory hierarchy.22 The dominance of optics is particularly 

pronounced when we think about the Global South, whose tropical islands, coastlines, 

and waters have undergone the colonialist’s panoptic gaze and the visual economy of 

neocolonial tourism.    

The Whale Caller is very much concerned with ocularcentrism. Set in Hermanus, a 

South African seaside town famous for whale-watching activities, the book vividly 

portrays a postcolony saturated in late capitalism and its visual-oriented consumer 

culture. Throughout the novel, foreign travelers keep pouring into the town, absorbing 

everything with their eyes or with visual equipment including binoculars, cameras, and 

camcorders (16–17, 40, 90, 139, 221). During the annual Kalfiefees festival that 

celebrates the return of whales from Antarctica, the streets are swarming with spectators 

and performers dressed in eye-catching costumes (17). Through the whale crier, a figure 

appointed by the local tourist bureau, the novel further shows how sound becomes 

subordinate to sight in the whale-watching industry. “The whale crier blew his kelp horn 

in a particular code that was interpreted on the sandwich board that he wore, and whale 

watchers knew exactly where to go to see the whales, and how many there were.” (14) 

                                                 
22 As historian Martin Jay points out in Downcast Eyes, Western languages and philosophy are infused 

with visual metaphors. He analyzes how the visual function gained dominance in French culture since 

the Age of Enlightenment and how twentieth-century French thinkers from different disciplines 

express suspicion over visual hegemony. (1–20)  
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Like the eponymous Whale Caller, the whale crier communicates with cetaceans via 

auditory means—the kelp horn. Yet here sound signals are visualized on the sandwich 

board, catering for the insatiable tourist gaze.  

When sight reigns over hearing, people are generally unaware of the acoustic 

violence in the ocean that particularly impacts cetaceans. According to the documentary 

Sonic Sea, noises generated by commercial vessels, the U.S. warships, and offshore 

drilling are directly associated with mass cetacean strandings all over the world 

(Dougherty and Hinerfeld). Even oceanic studies, a field that has been increasingly 

concerned about marine pollution and militarism,23 remains largely oblivious to the 

multiple marine sounds and their ecological implications. In fact, we might even argue 

that oceanic studies itself is haunted by ocularcentrism, for the pioneers in underwater 

aesthetics and immersive methodologies largely rely upon the visual function.24 This 

chapter centers upon the ocean-related sound imageries in The Whale Caller. I contend 

that by depicting human-cetacean communication via sound and its occasional failure, the 

novel imagines the ocean as a space of cacophonies where human and nonhuman voices 

                                                 
23 For the production of marine debris and wasted lives in an Atlantic context, see DeLoughrey, 

Elizabeth. “Heavy Waters: Waste and Atlantic Modernity.” PMLA, vol. 125, no. 3, 2010, pp. 703–12; 

for the weaponization of the Pacific, see DeLoughrey, Elizabeth. “Toward a Critical Ocean Studies for 

the Anthropocene.” English Language Notes, vol. 57, no. 1, 2019, pp. 21–36, doi:10.1215/00138282-

7309655.  
24 See, for example, Margaret Cohen’s discussion about undersea optics enabled by early 20th-century 

technologies in “Underwater Optics as Symbolic Form.” Elizabeth Deloughrey, who has similarly 

taken a submarine turn in recent years, examines underwater visual arts—Jason deCaires Taylor’s 

sculptures in “Submarine Futures of the Anthropocene.” Jacques Cousteau and Louis Malle’s The 

Silent World (Le Monde du silence), a classic of underwater cinema, portrays the ocean depths as 

bright and colorful. As can be inferred from the film’s title, Cousteau and Malle consider the waters to 

be silent. In the documentary, the activities of marine species are usually accompanied by 

soundtracks—not voices from the ocean but symphony pieces produced on land.  

https://doi.org/10.1215/00138282-7309655
https://doi.org/10.1215/00138282-7309655
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are enmeshed and constantly negotiated. The novel encourages us to close our eyes and 

listen to the ocean, yet simultaneously reminds us of the waters’ unsettling planetarity.25  

In the following two sections, focusing on the Whale Caller’s communication with 

whales, especially with one southern right whale named Sharisha, I first analyze how the 

novel uses sound imaginaries to challenge the hegemony of sight. Through the 

protagonist, the novel problematizes the norms of intelligibility that underpin 

anthropocentrism and, in a sense, colonialism. Anthropocentric thinking ignores 

cetaceans’ hypersensitivity to sound and considers human speech to be the most, if not 

the only, understandable mode of communication. Likewise, the empire uses colonial, 

written languages to oppress indigenous, vernacular, or oral cultures. By contrast, the 

Whale Caller in Mda’s novel finds cetacean voices to be more comprehensible and 

multivalent than human language. Moreover, the protagonist’s horn-blowing evokes 

marginalized human voices—those of South African and Oceanian indigenous 

populations. In the last section of this chapter, I concentrate on the moments when aural 

communication between the Whale Caller and Sharisha breaks off. I contend that while 

the novel advocates an auditory approach to the marine world, it stages the limit of 

                                                 
25 While several postcolonial scholars and ecocritics have used and developed this term, here I follow 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s definition. In Death of a Discipline, she “[proposes] the planet to 

overwrite the globe,” that is, the homogenizing force of capitalist globalization (Death of a Discipline 

72). For Spivak, planetary thinking involves generating alternatives to the totalizing world imagery 

and recuperating the otherness of the other. She also notes that planet-thought is an ethical imperative 

that is impossible yet necessary: “[when] I invoke the planet, I think of the effort required to figure the 

(im)possibility of this underived intuition.” (Death of a Discipline 72) Planetary alterity is what the 

novel gestures toward in listening to the ocean. By turning away from ocularcentrism, the book seeks 

to respect the nonhuman other; yet as my last section will show, the ocean’s alterity is preserved by 

the failure of listening, by exposing humans’ hearing limit.    
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sounding and indicates that cetacean behaviors are still largely unknown and unknowable 

to humans.     

  

Detecting the Submerged Voices 

To counter ocularcentrism, Mda’s novel simultaneously mobilizes two strategies. 

First, it undermines or distorts the vision of characters who rely too much on sight. 

Second, positing the Whale Caller as the focalizer, the novel amplifies nonhuman 

vocalization whose frequencies and timbres are alien to most people, and draws attention 

to indigenous human voices erased by northern empires.  

Although this chapter’s emphasis is marine sound, it is worth noting the interaction 

of sound and sight; the novel elevates the auditory function while exposing the limitation 

of optics. The critique of visual hegemony is powerfully launched in the characterization 

of Saluni, the Whale Caller’s girlfriend. She indulges in visual pleasure of the 

commercial society, frequently asks the Whale Caller to go window-shopping with her 

(71), and turns a large fish the protagonist catches into a profitable visual spectacle (168–

69). Apart from commodity culture that largely targets at the eyes, she is obsessed with 

light and illumination—the central metaphors of Enlightenment modernity. Indeed, as the 

narrator informs us, Saluni is “a creature of the day” with a “sun-drenched face” (34), and 

she never sleeps with the light off because she is afraid of darkness (60). Yet in a rather 

dramatic manner, the novel circumscribes the visual function, suggesting how 

ocularcentrism invalidates itself: Saluni goes blind because she overuses her visual organ. 
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During an eclipse of the sun (another example of the novel’s obsession with spectacles), 

Saluni loses her sight while “challenging the sun” with naked eyes (184).  

Of course, despite her overreliance on sight, Saluni is not entirely dissociated from 

sound. The novel does portray how she enjoys singing with two seven-year-old girls 

named the Bored Twins. Aspiring to be a celebrity, she convinces the girls to record 

songs with her at the local radio station. However, the novel indicates that Saluni is not a 

person of musicality. When she expresses the desire to become a solo artist, the radio 

man dismisses such possibility, telling her that “[the] girls are the main attraction” and 

“there is nothing special about her singing” (179).                 

Saluni’s insensitivity to sound is accompanied by her disregard for auditory animals 

like whales. Unable to perceive the subtleties of cetacean songs, she keeps making 

taxonomic mistakes throughout the text, confusing whales with fish (57, 63, 79, 128). In 

comparison, the sound-driven protagonist forms a unique relationship with every 

cetacean he meets. Capable of appreciating the nuances of cetacean sound, he improvises 

a horn every time he meets a marine creature, in order to match its distinctive voice. For 

the Whale Caller, “[no] two horns can sound exactly the same” (7).     

If Saluni’s blindness serves more as a cautionary tale of visual dominance, then in 

the protagonist’s whale-calling practices, the potential of listening is on full display. The 

novel uses the Whale Caller to achieve a series of sensory and ecological rescaling: our 

leading character is far more sensitive to sound than to sight, and compared with human 

voices, he can better appreciate the complexities of cetacean songs. In chapter 3, jealous 

of the protagonist’s attachment to Sharisha, Saluni descends to the seaside and “[makes] 
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sure that [the Whale Caller] sees that she is ignoring him.” However, immersed in the 

cetacean soundscape, “[the] Whale Caller is oblivious of her demonstrations.” (142) In 

another episode, when Lunga Tubu, a young artist is singing near Saluni and the 

protagonist, Saluni is shocked to learn that the Whale Caller can detect faraway whale 

sounds but cannot hear the boy’s song just meters away. The Whale Caller replies that 

“‘[human] voices are not like the voices of whales’.” (84) In fact, the protagonist largely 

upends the standard of music and noise set by human beings. For him, the only pleasing 

sound is the whale’s call. By contrast, anthropogenic sounds oftentimes strike him as 

unbearable disturbance. The annual celebration in Hermanus entertains the spectators but 

only creates “festival noises” for the Whale Caller (32). Though inaudible or insignificant 

to most people, the “loud underwater bangs produced by seismic surveys” and the sound 

of water sports machines upset the protagonist just as they deeply unsettle the whales 

(142, 43). Via the characterization of the Whale Caller, the novel performs an ecological 

reshuffling and destabilizes the epistemic hierarchy that prioritizes human perceptions 

over nonhuman ones. Yet as I will show in the next section, the novel also ironizes the 

leading character and exposes how his perceptual mode, though seemingly more 

environmentalist, is still problematic.            

The novel suggests that the recalibration of senses not only happens to the 

protagonist. The marine voices—the sounds of cetaceans and the kelp horn are 

contagious and transformative; they turn spectators into careful listeners, distant 

bystanders into active participants in a performance. As the protagonist communicates 

with Sharisha, visual-oriented travelers are gradually caught up in a vortex of sounds. We 
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may look at one scene in which the whale-watchers start to sing along with Sharisha and 

our protagonist, described from Saluni’s perspective.  

The biggest crowd [Saluni] had ever seen at [the Whale Caller’s] whale-calling events 

had gathered. People were clapping their hands in accompaniment to the kelp horn. And 

to Sharisha’s grunts and groans. […] While some were egging the Whale Caller on, 

others were directing their encouragement to the whale. There were those who were just 

screaming and whimpering, as if they shared the ecstasy of the man and his whale. (65) 

One page earlier, the Whale Caller’s horn-blowing practice is still portrayed as a visual 

spectacle. The travelers remain detached from the scene; ”[they] gathered on the shore 

and watched” (64, my emphasis). Yet here, the spectators are included into a whirlpool of 

sounds, ontologically entangled with the Whale Caller and Sharisha. Also, the sound 

imageries in this passage are mostly onomatopoeic words that blur the boundary between 

human and nonhuman voices, again calling into question the hierarchies of species and 

senses. And by focalizing Saluni and showing how the marine voices prove unintelligible 

to her, the text again exposes the danger of ocularcentrism: Saluni’s overreliance on sight 

precludes her from comprehending and participating in the interspecies chorus.          

The titular character’s whale calling brings out not only submerged nonhuman 

voices but also oppressed human ones. For example, the often-forgotten connections 

between Southern Africa and Oceania are aurally invoked. In the opening pages, a 

mariner traveling across the southern waters compares the Whale Caller to the shark 

callers of the Pacific: 

The sailor told [the Whale Caller] that the shark callers of New Ireland—a province of 

Papua New Guinea—use their voices and rattles of coconut shells under water to attract 
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sharks. The sharks swim to the boat where they can be speared or netted. Sometimes the 

rattling noise attracts the shark through a noose. (14) 

Although the Whale Caller is not happy with the comparison, as he does not call whales 

to kill them, the indigenous knowledge shared by southern societies has profound 

implications in the novel. At the end of the story, the Whale Caller mobilizes cetacean 

knowledge from Oceania to save the beached Sharisha. Yet the whale cannot be saved; as 

the narrative suggests, Sharisha dies partly because indigenous voices are silenced by 

certain normative apparatuses, in this case, the post-apartheid government. The Whale 

Caller is forced to remain silent because the rescuers from Cape Town “claim that any 

noise will make things worse for the whale” (218, my emphasis). The kelp horn’s sound 

and the Oceanian song are treated as nonsensical babbling and consequently muffled. 

When marine voices become stifled, the desperate protagonist resorts to sight. He 

“[looks] [Sharisha] in the eye, hoping to send his messages of salvation to her mind” but 

ultimately “can’t reach her” (219).  

As I have showed in the previous paragraph, the text stages how the indigenous 

voices are policed by certain authoritative powers. Moreover, through the imagery of the 

kelp horn, the novel strategically employs and undercuts one of these normative 

mechanisms—the discourse of Christianity. The Whale Caller’s musical instrument has 

Christian backgrounds; before becoming obsessed with Sharisha, our protagonist is the 

chief horn player in a local church. Yet the church and the music it produces are by no 

means orthodox. In fact, to defend their belief system—a compound of divine power and 

the sea’s natural agency, the believers of the church have to break with their original 

institution. Instead of using a totalizing framework to suppress aboriginal beliefs, as 
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Christianity usually does in non-Western places, the “Church of the Sacred Kelp Horn” 

calls back the indigenous ancestors who suffered European invasion and genocide (8). To 

illustrate this point, I look at one paragraph where the protagonist’s horn-blowing, though 

coded in conventional vocabularies of Christianity and sacred music, achieves something 

unconventional:  

Like His Eminence, the Chief Horn Player felt that the new church brought the 

worshippers closer to nature, and in greater communion with the spirits of the forebears 

that were hovering above the tall cliffs and in the cave. He blew the horn, sometimes to 

accompany the hymns, or just to arouse the spirits and to stir the members of the 

congregation into a climactic frenzy until they spoke in tongues. (9) 

Although the Whale Caller’s kelp horn still serves religious purposes like 

“[accompanying] the hymns,” the Christian religion here fails to marginalize indigenous 

voices but paradoxically calls them to the front. As indicated by the paragraph preceding 

the citation, the cave where the religious rites are performed “used to be the home […] of 

the Khoikhoi and the San peoples” (8), the aboriginal population massacred by colonial 

powers. By playing his horn, the Whale Caller conjures up the submerged voices of 

ancestors, allowing them to interfere with the Christian norms. The imaginary of the kelp 

horn—an assemblage of natural and cultural, material and immaterial, nonhuman and 

human forces, also critically rewires Christianity, a religion that supposedly points to 

transcendence and eternity. Through the “natural musical instrument” (8) and the minor 

voices it elicits, the text stresses the submerged conditions of Christianity—the more-

than-human environment it exploits and native religions it eliminates in the missionary 

processes. 
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The Boundary of Sounding 

Although the novel lends its ear to underrepresented human and nonhuman voices, it 

maintains that the ocean’s mysteries are irreducible to humans’ sensory scales. Previous 

scholarship tends to conflate the Whale Caller’s thought with the authorial will, 

investigating how the main character’s experience epitomizes the danger or potential of 

interspecies intimacies and represents the novel’s ecological stance.26 However, I want to 

direct our attention to the gap between the Whale Caller and the narrative voice. Through 

formal tactics including situational irony, the construction of dreamscapes, and first-

person unreliable narration, the authorial voice keeps a distance from the protagonist and 

exposes how the latter’s attachment to whales is still solipsistic and human-centered. As 

such, the book self-reflexively marks the limit (albeit the necessity) of listening to the 

deep.  

The novel deploys situational irony to suggest how the Whale Caller frequently 

misinterprets the whale’s behaviors, despite his long obsession with the species. Noting 

how the protagonist uses human erotic language to rationalize his failed connection with 

Sharisha, the authorial voice exposes the Whale Caller’s anthropocentric and masculinist 

thinking. We may look at two consecutive episodes: Sharisha’s mating scene with several 

male whales; her aural communication with the Whale Caller afterwards.  

                                                 
26 For instance, Ralph Goodman argues that the Whale Caller and Sharisha’s interspecies romance 

transcends racial and cultural binaries in post-apartheid South Africa and embodies the power of social 

transformation (107). Jonathan Steinwand characterizes the human-cetacean intimacy as “sentimental 

attachment” and suggests that “the Whale Caller’s selfish desire […] lures Sharisha to her violently 

inscrutable death” (196).   
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The Whale Caller witnesses the entire mating scene and keeps using his kelp horn to 

intervene, driving the competing males from his beloved Sharisha. Yet the whales 

constantly frustrate the Whale Caller’s intention; their agencies are way beyond the 

protagonist’s control. When the Whale Caller attempts to shoo the males away, the 

narrative notes, “[…] they do not pay any attention to him” (47). When Sharisha 

seemingly swims out of the males’ encirclement and the Whale Caller feels elated, the 

narrative voice makes clear that “[…] he has become gleeful too soon” (48). Making a 

final stand, the protagonist uses his horn to create dissonant sounds; yet not only the 

mating couple remain indifferent, “[the] other males are not deterred” as well (48). 

The following paragraphs further suggest the cetaceans’ habits and seasonal rhythms 

are largely unfathomable, like the ocean around them. Worrying that Sharisha might have 

migrated to the southern seas after mating, the Whale Caller rushes again to the seaside 

the next morning. With his keen ears for cetaceans, he detects some whales singing 

nearby and quickly concludes that they are humpbacks. However, the authorial speech 

again suggests what actually happens contradicts the Whale Caller’s expectation. Our 

protagonist is surprised to find that it is Sharisha who imitates the humpback’s song and 

fools his senses. (48–49) 

The Whale Caller’s misjudgment of situations and his auditory disconnection with 

Sharisha recur throughout the text. The novel’s very first page features the protagonist 

“[blowing] Sharisha’s special song” and his disappointment that the whale does not show 

up as expected (1). Later, “[hearing] a song that has a familiar ring to it,” he mistakes a 

humpback for Sharisha (31–33). Despite his sensitivity to marine voices, the Whale 
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Caller is extremely slow to realize Sharisha’s “deep bellows” signify her pregnancy 

(138). Sharisha surprises the Whale Caller again when she “[decides] to stay in Hermanus 

all year round” at the expense of changing her eating habit (140–41), a phenomenon 

beyond the protagonist’s cetacean knowledge. To cope with these moments when things 

take unexpected turns and nonhumans seem highly uncontrollable to humans, the 

protagonist mobilizes discourses of human sex to explain away the whale and the ocean’s 

unknowability.   

Many critics have noted how the titular character and Sharisha’s auditory interaction 

is coded as human sexual intercourse.27 I would further suggest the erotic language is 

evoked to deal with anxieties over the unknown, that is, the cetacean knowledge outside 

of human perceptual ranges. In his interior monologue, the protagonist mobilizes 

anthropocentric and sexualized discourses to achieve a sense of mastery over Sharisha, 

whose mystery he fails to resolve via horn-blowing. At the same time, through detached 

narration, the novel discloses and ridicules the Whale Caller’s characterological limits. 

To help exemplify, I turn to the protagonist’s musing about Sharisha’s mating scene: 

[The Whale Caller] thinks about it at night, this ravaging of Sharisha. Perhaps it is a good 

thing for her. Unlike humans, whales don’t indulge in such acts for recreation but for 

procreation. Sharisha will have a calf next time she returns from the southern seas. And 

he is blessed for he was there at its conception. He was a participant with his horn. He 

feels like a father already. (48) 

                                                 
27 See, for example, Price, Jason D. “Ways of Desiring: Postcolonial Affect in Zakes Mda’s The Whale 
Caller.” Configurations, vol. 25, no. 1, 2017, pp. 57–88; Mwangi, Evan Maina. “Chapter 5: 

Interspecies Sexual Intimacies.” The Postcolonial Animal: African Literature and Posthuman Ethics, 

University of Michigan Press, 2019, pp. 133–74. 
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The Whale Caller uses the language of sexual dominance to reassure himself that the 

whales’ behaviors are still perfectly explainable, even if he frequently misreads their 

sound signals. Whereas the exasperated protagonist calls the male whales “rapists” during 

the mating scene (47), here he paradoxically identifies with them. Just like how the kelp 

horn “ejaculates sounds” (41) and “penetrates into” Sharisha’s body (66) elsewhere in the 

text, the music instrument here becomes a phallus, transforming the mysteries of whales 

into what seem manageable—female bodies within the ingrained gender hierarchy.                    

Further, the protagonist’s characterological limits are revealed by his tendency to 

fantasize; the authorial speech and the dialogues between characters all indicate that the 

human-cetacean conversations might come from the Whale Caller’s imagination. The 

narrative suggests that when the protagonist becomes eager for something, he tends to 

conjure it up by blowing the kelp horn. For instance, with “a searing longing for his own 

father,” a fisherman lost at sea, the young Whale Caller would play the instrument to “re-

invent his father,” imagining the million ways how he had died (31). The Whale Caller’s 

obsession with Sharisha similarly takes on the speculative, dreamlike quality. In Saluni’s 

impression, our protagonist is “‘always dreaming of [his] big fish’” (79, my emphasis). 

Near the novel’s end, when the Whale Caller has a serious quarrel with Saluni, we learn 

in free indirect discourse how he desires the whale’s company: “[by] sheer force of his 

imagination he will bring Sharisha into being right in front of him and they will dance” 

(215, my emphasis). The dynamics of dreams and reality is more explicitly manifested in 

another episode, when the Whale Caller responds to a migratory pod in his sleep: 
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There must be a mass choir out there. […] The Whale Caller is tempted to grab his 

horn and run to the ocean to join the sublime choir. He listens for some time, but before 

he can act on his temptation he is lulled to a deep dreamless sleep.  

In the morning he is not sure if he has dreamt the choir or if it is really out there. If 

he has not, then there must be a whole invasion of whales in the waters of 

Hermanuspietersfontein. (39) 

With the word “if,” the indicator of the conditional tense, the excerpt embodies two 

coexisting possibilities. For one thing, with his sharp ears, the Whale Caller might have 

correctly detected the annual return of whales. For another, the harmonious choir where 

humans and whales sing in chorus might be the protagonist’s wild fantasy. The narrative 

remains inconclusive, suggesting that both cases are likely. Yet by considering how the 

whale song, an element so central to the novel, might be the Whale Caller’s sheer fancy, 

the authorial voice undoubtedly punctures the protagonist’s self-assurance.  

The novel’s overall structure also indicates that the Whale Caller’s words and deeds 

are not necessarily reliable. Specifically, the text alternates between third-person 

narration and the Whale Caller’s confession to Mr. Yodd, a god figure living with rock 

rabbits in a grotto.28Although the confessions are supposedly conversations between the 

leading character and Mr. Yodd, the latter figure does not show up throughout the text, 

rendering their dialogues more like the Whale Caller’s monologues. For instance, in his 

confessional speech, the protagonist often says how Mr. Yodd laughs at him, but we 

readers never hear the god figure’s laughter in the third-person narrative.   

                                                 
28 Although Saluni also speaks to Mr. Yodd, her confessions are more about her identity as an 

illegitimate child and her troubled relationship with the Whale Caller (81–83, 119-121). Since my 

focuses are marine voices and whale calling, I will leave aside Saluni’s confessions in this chapter.   
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In this way, Mr. Yodd becomes a structural device that indexes the Whale Caller’s 

unreliability and limitations. We may look at the protagonist’s first confession in the 

novel, where he speculates about Sharisha’s absence: 

Hoy, Mr. Yodd! She has not come. Like yesterday. Like the day before. I waited and 

waited and waited. She stood me up. […] If she wants to play that sort of game, she will 

find that two can play it just as well. She will find me ready and willing. Or she won’t 

find me at all. There are plenty of fish in these seas. The leviathan with a whore’s heart. 

[…] It has never happened like this, Mr. Yodd. I fear something might have befallen her. 

I worry. I am a worrier when it comes to Sharisha. She may yet come, you say? I cannot 

help but entertain the unthinkable. What if whalers have harpooned her, and as we speak 

she is being cut into pieces for Japanese palates? […] It is unlike Sharisha to be a 

straggler. If she comes in October, it means I will only have a month or two with her 

before she voyages back to the southern seas. She cannot give me the thrill of her 

massive splashes into the new year because by January the southern rights are almost all 

gone. (5–6) 

The excerpt is logically paratactic and schizophrenic. In his monologue, the Whale Caller 

makes multiple conjectures upon the whale’s activity: Sharisha’s absence might be purely 

intentional; she might have already been killed by whalers; she is probably still on the 

way, lagging behind her peers. The piling up of conjectures, an indicator of narrative 

hesitancy, suggests that the Whale Caller cannot fully grasp the nonhuman that so 

fascinates him. Moreover, though these speculations point at different directions, they are 

similarly underpinned by self-centered and anthropocentric mentalities that are less 

overtly showed in the third-person narration. As the confessional piece discloses, the 
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Whale Caller expects Sharisha to be loyal, healthy, and punctual not necessarily because 

he cares about the whale, but because Sharisha’s presence gives him thrills and satisfies 

his possessiveness. The authorial voice again maintains certain distance from the 

protagonist. The Whale Caller’s subject-centered speech is structurally confined within 

Mr. Yodd’s grotto. Outside the grotto, the third-person narrator largely ridicules the 

Whale Caller’s confession, telling us how the protagonist always gets “mortified” after 

speaking to Mr. Yodd (16).  

As my analysis in this chapter shows, while an auditory method can help salvage the 

marine voices marginalized in the ocularcentric paradigm, by revealing the leading 

character’s characterological flaws, the novel marks the boundary of even the keenest 

ears and recuperates the alterity of the more-than-human world.   
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CHAPTER 3. THE AQUEOUS FORM AND THE AFRO-SINO 

ENCOUNTER IN THE DRAGONFLY SEA 

 

Afro-Sino Literary Studies at Sea 

In this last chapter, I use an oceanic method to examine one important set of South-

South relations—the Africa-China encounter. In the past decade, literary critics have paid 

more and more attention to Africa-China relations and have started to explore Afro-Sino 

contacts from sociocultural, interpersonal, and quotidian perspectives—the dimensions 

generally neglected by political economists and geopolitical analysts. Yet existing 

scholarship is highly terrestrial,29 focusing on China’s presence on the African continent30 

or African diaspora in China.31 However, Afro-Sino relations have always been aqueous. 

Connecting East Africa and East Asia, the ancient Maritime Silk Road long predates 

Europe’s presence in Africa. Also, as Karen Laura Thornber points out, during European 

imperialism, there was transportation of slaves and laborers between Africa and China in 

the Indian Ocean Rim, and she suggests that ”[much] more research is needed to unearth 

                                                 
29 Karen Laura Thornber’s comprehensive study traces Afro-Chinese cultural interaction from the 

Tang Dynasty to the present. Although Thornber’s article highlights travel of people, ideas, and 

literary texts between the two continents and briefly discusses Zheng He’s voyages, the ocean space 

that enables these journeys is rarely mentioned. See Thornber, Karen Laura. “Breaking Discipline, 

Integrating Literature: Africa-China Relationships Reconsidered.” Comparative Literature Studies, 

vol. 53, no. 4, 2016, pp. 694–721. 
30 See, for example, Samuelson, Meg. “Poaching Plots, Plastic Forms and Ambiguous Goods: Ways of 

Telling the China-in-Africa Story in the Anthropocene Age.” Reconfiguring Transregionalisation in 
the Global South: African-Asian Encounters, edited by Ross Anthony and Uta Ruppert, Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2020, pp. 97–116; Yoon, Duncan M. “Africa, China, and the Global South Novel: In Koli 

Jean Bofane’s Congo Inc.” Comparative Literature, vol. 72, no. 3, 2020, pp. 316–39.  
31 For a discussion about immigrant experience of Chinese in South Africa and African students in 

China, see Vasser, Uchenna P. “A Literary Approach to Afro-Sino Relations: Ufrieda Ho’s Paper Sons 

and Daughters: Growing Up Chinese in South Africa and Ken N. Kamoche’s Black Ghosts.” Third 
World Quarterly, vol. 40, no. 5, 2018, pp. 1–15.  
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the varied aspects of Afro-Chinese interactions, including cultural contacts, during these 

centuries” (703). Recently, Africa and China’s aqueous connection is again accentuated 

by the latter’s infrastructural project—the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), in which East 

Africa and the Indian Ocean play a crucial part.32 A hydro-critical approach can not only 

expand the spatiotemporal scope of Africa-China literary studies, but also help salvage 

texts and minor histories that remain illegible to the terrestrial mind.   

This chapter proposes an aqueous hermeneutics of Africa-China literatures. In doing 

so, I seek to conceptualize the waterways that fundamentally shape Africa-China contacts 

but have not been properly theorized in Global South studies or oceanic studies. To 

illustrate the benefits of submerging Africa-China literary studies, I turn to one novel that 

highlights Afro-Sino contacts in the marine environment—Kenyan writer Yvonne 

Adhiambo Owuor’s The Dragonfly Sea. Indeed, Africa-China relations also appear 

briefly in my other two primary texts. In By the Sea, the young Saleh attends a geography 

lecture in Zanzibar and the teacher, drawing a map about the Indian Ocean Rim, tells the 

class that “‘[this] is where we are, a long way from China’” (By the Sea 37). In The 

Whale Caller, the Chinese appear as poachers who “ship the abalone [from South Africa] 

                                                 
32 In 2013, Beijing proposed the BRI. Composed of two parts—the Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) 

and the Maritime Silk Road Initiative (MSRI), BRI adopts the name of the Han Dynasty (202 BC—

220 AD) Eurasian trade routes and aims to promote commercial growth between China, Southeast and 

South Asia, the Middle East, Europe, and Africa. To achieve this goal, BRI focuses on the construction 

of railways, roads, ports, energy pipelines, telecommunication networks as well as “soft 

infrastructure” including free trade agreements and the training of “connectivity 

professionals.”(Blanchard and Flint 226–27) While only one inland African city—Nairobi is marked 

on the official Maritime Silk Road map, China has been actively developing ports in Mombasa, 

Djibouti, Tanzania, Mozambique and plans to take similar actions in Indian Ocean islands such as 

Madagascar and the Seychelles (Tiezzi). East African and South Asian countries’ agency in the 

process as well as environmental consequences of infrastructural construction have been debated in 

mass media and scholarship. 
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to the Far East” (192). Yet in The Dragonfly Sea, the transoceanic ties between Africa 

and China take center stage. A coming-of-age narrative, the story focuses on Ayaana, a 

girl from Pate Island who is selected as Kenya-China cultural ambassador because of her 

Chinese descent. Ayaana then travels to China on scholarship, falling in love en route 

with Lai Jin, a Chinese captain. Ayaana studies nautical science in the coastal city 

Xiamen, becomes dazzled by the world outside Pate Island, but eventually decides to 

return home. By the end of the novel, Lai Jin crosses the Indo-Pacific waters to find 

Ayaana and becomes part of the Swahili community.  

The novel is not only thematically aqueous; as I will elaborate in the following 

sections, the book’s diction, syntax, and overall structure all take on water’s properties. I 

argue that The Dragonfly Sea uses water’s physicality to tackle the Afro-Sino encounter’s 

complex temporalities—its past of the ancient silk road, its present in globalization, and 

its unpredictable, ateleological futures. Also, by dissolving English grammar and 

referring extensively to languages and texts across the southern waters, the novel gestures 

toward a reading community that circumvents the Anglo-American audience and brings 

together Africa, China, and other southern societies. Without denying how Afro-Sino 

relations are asymmetrically powered because of China’s controversial investment—an 

issue the novel clearly registers and critiques, I want to spend more time examining how 

this South-South encounter generates alternative temporalities that cannot be assimilated 

by, or even destabilize our neoliberal present.        

 

The Eddies of Time  
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In this section, I explore how the novel’s notion of time is expressed in the aqueous 

form. I suggest that Owuor draws upon water’s materiality to challenge the linear, 

teleological temporality that underlies several things in the novel—the extractive 

economy, the genealogical discourses some Chinese nationalists advocate, and the 

Bildungsroman genre.  

The text indexes its historicity by presenting the Indo-Pacific waters as a 

commercial route where neoliberalism and state capitalism are imbricated. The time such 

oceanic imaginary embodies is a continuum where the past leads to the present and to the 

foreseeable future—the ceaseless accumulation of capital. Near the novel’s end, when 

Ayaana returns to her hometown, she learns that China is turning the seas around Pate 

Island into pipelines and trade routes that facilitate the global transmission of energy 

resources: 

Cold crept over [Ayaana’s] body when she was informed that the eternal Mkanda 

Channel might be closed, that a new harbor was to be built by the Chinese. An oil 

pipeline to traverse Lamu was to be built by the Chinese. A coal factory would rise in 

pristine Lamu and turn the island black and bleak. The Chinese would build that, too, and 

Ayaana remembered her vision of a spider weaving a net over worlds. (The Dragonfly 

Sea 417) 

Such instrumentalization of the sea is echoed by another moment when Ayaana 

studies nautical science in China. Rather than embracing the ocean affectively, as she 

usually does at Pate, she becomes familiar with “GPS devices,” “sonars,” and “electronic 

navigation systems,” acquiring “the technical instruments with which she would analyze 

and eviscerate the unknowable sea” (The Dragonfly Sea 287). The novel further indicates 
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these technical devices serve extractive purposes: Ayaana is disappointed to learn “how 

the world [is] shaping itself and her sea with words that only [mean] energy, 

communications, infrastructure, and transportation” (The Dragonfly Sea 288). As such, 

the techno-ocean we see in the novel is not dissimilar from the oceanic imageries 

produced by earlier European cartographers. In both cases, the ocean is rendered as a 

blank, homogenized space partitioned by longitudes and latitudes and ready for scramble.  

The linear, teleological time takes another form; the novel also imagines the ocean 

as where Africa and China have intertwined destinies. The book indicates that Ayaana’s 

Chinese blood comes from one Ming-Dynasty (1368–1644 AD) sailor. A member of 

Admiral Zheng He’s fleet, he, along with some other seamen, survived a shipwreck off 

the Kenyan coast, ultimately settled at Pate and got married with a local woman. Yet 

Ayaana’s blood tie with the Chinese sailor is largely rationalized in contemporary 

political rhetoric and turned into the deterministic language of “the Descendent,” 

“destiny,” or “duty to history” (The Dragonfly Sea 155–56). The discourse of blood 

relations works in tandem with another narrative mode—the Bildungsroman, a genre that 

tends to inscribe predetermined subjectivity and anticipatory trajectories of self-

development. On her way to China, through Mandarin education and other forms of 

knowledge interpellation, Ayaana is expected to grow into a “proper” subject in China’s 

nationalist imaginary. We may look at how Shu Ruolan, Ayaana’s language teacher, 

explains the meanings of Africa and China in Mandarin.  

Teacher Ruolan formed 非洲 [Africa]. She broke it down for Ayaana: Fei: nothing, 

wrong, lacking, ugly, not. Zhou: being, state, country. Put together: Not Existing. […] A 
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bold sequence of strokes produced 中国 [China]. Zhōngguó. “China!” she exclaimed. 

“Middle Kingdom. True. Beautiful.” (197, emphasis in original)   

As Mingqing Yuan points out when analyzing this excerpt, “Ruolan’s statement 

reinstitutes the hierarchy and colonial discourses, internalizing the hegemony and 

positioning China as the center” (22). Building on that, I suggest Shu Ruolan’s 

interpretations are underpinned by a progressive temporality that posits China as the 

origin and telos of development. The African subject Ayaana is supposed to discard her 

past and wholeheartedly embrace Chinese language and culture, so as to elevate herself 

from nothingness to existence.    

Commercialized, technicized, framed into deterministic vocabularies of filiation and 

Bildung, the Indo-Pacific waters in The Dragonfly Sea suggest how China’s global 

infrastructural project might easily build into Global North’s neoliberal, neocolonial 

world-order and inherit the latter’s epistemology and notion of time. To further explain 

this mode of time, I turn to Ian Baucom’s discussion about the Atlantic cycles of 

accumulation.33 Tracing the link between eighteenth-century transatlantic slavery and 

twentieth-century speculative finance culture, Baucom argues that the two hundred years 

between them are characterized by continuity and repetitions, by the proliferation of 

Atlantic port cities that accelerate the global capital flows. Perhaps more importantly, he 

suggests the late twentieth century inherits the historicist mode of thinking which 

developed in the eighteenth century and renders time as empty, homogenous. (35–41) 

                                                 
33 I acknowledge that Baucom and I are talking about two different oceans and his reflection on 

historical philosophy stems from a very specific context—the Middle Passage. However, capitalism 

and its regulation of space-time are global phenomena whose influence permeates the Atlantic and 

Indian Ocean worlds.  
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Considering the extractive, hereditary, and developmental temporalities I have discussed 

in the previous paragraphs, it is tempting to argue that post-socialist China reinforces the 

cycles of accumulation and the temporal continuum that Baucom identifies. However, as 

my following analysis will show, Owuor complicates such chronology of linear 

progression by drawing upon water’s material properties. 

Water in the text takes on many confusing shapes. Most notably, the novel 

formalizes the gyre on the syntactical, characterological, and structural levels, 

denaturalizing the living present and throwing into doubt the linearity of time. For 

example, the ocean is haunted by specters that signify Africa and China’s ancient 

maritime connections. The ghost sailors from Zheng He’s fleet lie dormant on the Lamu 

Archipelago and show up when people least expect them. Like the whirling currents, the 

return of ghosts establishes circular patterns in the text. We may look at chapter 107, 

when the ghosts of the past return to haunt Lai Jin and bring the linear progression of 

time to a halt:  

An odd sensation of falling out of time had shaken Lai Jin’s balance at the Lamu jetty 

before the iridescence of a storm-threatened violet-silver sea. It was as if he had stumbled 

into a warp that ignored expected spatial and temporal relationships with the world. He 

recognized in silhouettes another past and future imaged in the crumbling infrastructure 

and seductive desolation of an older history upon which the present hovered. Ghost 

presences would brush against skin and cause the hairs of his head to stand on end. (The 

Dragonfly Sea 464–65) 

With excessive, dazzling color adjectives, the ocean in this excerpt is painterly, 

flamboyant, and even sublime. As Margaret Cohen points out, to achieve the sublime 
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aesthetics, artists of the Enlightenment Age tended to evacuate maritime labor from the 

elemental sea. Separated from instrumental reason, the sublime ocean is appreciated for 

its own sake. (115–17) Owuor’s novel deploys the sublime aesthetics but works in the 

opposite direction. It proposes a gleaming ocean to arrest readers’ attention, and then 

directs that attention to what is generally neglected—the ancient connection between 

Africa and China. The passage suggests the spectral temporality Lai Jin encounters 

cannot be incorporated into, and even dismantles the historical continuum of Western 

modernity. The present of Global North dominance floats above and becomes diminished 

by a much longer, more fundamental history of South-South interactions. Further, by 

focusing on Ming-Dynasty Chinese sailors buried in Kenya, the novel identifies a little-

known backstory of the Global South and complicates the model of periodization we use 

to understand South-South relations. The Afro-Sino story in The Dragonfly Sea long 

predates the 1955 Bandung Conference, an event upon which recent postcolonial and 

Africa-China-relations scholarship frequently looks back to reconfigure Cold War 

history, Third World solidarity, and the decolonizing processes.34     

The novel’s overall structure also resembles the ocean gyre. Owuor mobilizes the 

circulating form of waters to counter the developmental logics of Bildung narratives. 

Near the end of the book, we see a little girl drifting from Ayaana’s wedding scene and 

strolling along the Swahili coast: 

                                                 
34 See, for example, Lee, Christopher J. Making a World After Empire: The Bandung Moment and Its 

Political Afterlives. Ohio University Press, 2010; Yoon, Duncan M. “Bandung Nostalgia and the 

Global South.” The Global South and Literature, Cambridge University Press, 2018, pp. 23–33. 
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After the photo session, an inquisitive little girl wandered away from the revelries to 

chase after the season’s first golden skimmers. When she reached a wild-rose bush 

perched at the thresholds between sea and time, she was distracted by a mewling sound. 

She crawled to look, and discovered a shivering ginger kitten with big green eyes hiding 

beneath a beached mtepe. […] As the girl reached for it, it purr-meowed. The echo of her 

mother’s voice drifted to the shoreline. (The Dragonfly Sea 482) 

Careful readers will notice that this denouement largely echoes the novel’s opening 

paragraphs in which the 7-year-old Ayaana strokes her kitten on the Swahili shore and 

suddenly hears the calling from her mother Munira (The Dragonfly Sea 3). Inferring from 

the context, the “inquisitive little girl” in the ending chapter might be Ayaana’s younger 

sister, Abeerah. Yet this concluding scene might also be an analepsis that pulls us back to 

Ayaana’s childhood. In the former case, by shifting focus from the protagonist and bride 

to a minor role, the narrative voice deliberately skips over the supposed climax—the 

consummation of a romance and thereby undermines the telos of developmental 

narratives. The kitten killed earlier by Ayaana’s playmate (The Dragonfly Sea 60–61) is 

reincarnated in this excerpt, again suggesting a circular temporality. In the latter case, by 

turning back time and returning to Ayaana’s childhood days, the text more explicitly 

rejects the linear, progressive view of time. 

Apart from emulating gyres, the novel relies on other oceanic qualities—water’s 

solvency and the aimless drift to undo teleology. In chapter 4, for instance, we see how 

seawater dissolves stationary frames and how Ayaana’s slow, drifting motion underwater 

resists the prescriptive time:   
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Time-dissolving floating. Solitude and wordlessness, and everything traveled toward an 

unknown beckoning. Even she did. But underwater she did not need to worry about 

labeling things in order to contain them. Feeling, sensing, experiencing—that was enough 

for knowledge. The sea had many eyes, and, now hers were another pair. A passing fish 

stared. A human looked back. She drifted with the currents, with the things of the current. 

She drifted until it was necessary to surface for air. (The Dragonfly Sea 19–20) 

The first modifier in the excerpt indicates how water undoes the rigid organization of 

time. The dissolving effect is syntactically manifested as well: several sentences do not 

obey grammatical rules, as if the language structures were broken down in a turbulent 

torrent. In this way, linear, unimpeded reading becomes difficult. Also, drifting, a 

purposeless activity, upsets the linear arrangement of time where the past, present, and 

future are seamlessly connected. While a sense of passivity seemingly underlies the idea 

of being swept away, the passage shows that losing agency in the ocean is in fact 

liberating and empowering for Ayaana. In the undersea environment, labels, categories, 

and other limitations do not function properly, and postcolonial subjectivity remains in a 

state of flux. Yet Ayaana’s freedom is not entirely boundless because of the ocean’s 

inhumanness: her eyes are only one pair among many in the deep; her carefree roaming is 

always underwritten by the danger of drowning—ultimately, she needs to “surface for 

air.”      

The excerpt I cite also gestures toward futurities; not teleological ones, for what 

drives everything forward is “an unknown beckoning.” In fact, the ocean’s dynamism 

underpins the protagonist’s world-making practices throughout the novel. As Philip E. 

Steinberg and Kimberley Peters show us, the ocean is “indisputably voluminous, 
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stubbornly material, and unmistakably undergoing continual reformation” (248). 

Accordingly, the aqueous form operates in a subjunctive mood, proposing alternatives to 

the living present, be it alternative forms of identity or the unanticipatable futures of 

South-South relations. Near the end of the novel, we are told that Ayaana has “floated 

across infinite thresholds” (The Dragonfly Sea 481) and since the thresholds are 

indeterminate, she will always stay on the move. The protagonist also continuously 

speculates about “[o]therworlds,” “[b]etterworlds,” “somewhere,” “[e]lsewhere” (419, 

125, 44, 143), re-worlding the world as she wades into the ocean.  

The speculative mode is not limited to the protagonist’s focalization. While the 

third-person perspective is used throughout, the narrative uncommonly swerves into the 

second-person in chapters 27 and 111 and puts Munira, Ayaana’s mother, as the 

focalizer. In the latter scenario, for example, the narrator creates a hypothetical scene 

where the mother and daughter are conversing before Ayaana’s wedding with Lai Jin:  

You are facing your older child. She is so much taller than you, her breasts and mouth are 

fuller, her body is more contoured. She is a woman. […] “It is time,” you tell her. “Come 

with me.” She follows you, and on her face are traces of the distance that China had first 

imposed on it. It is a chasm that wounds you, too, because you would have preferred that 

none of your children should know pain. But you have faith now, for you trust the one 

who has been willing to journey so far to be close to your child. He is older than you 

would have wanted, but you also know that the spirit of your girl is old. […] [Your 

daughter] has a degree. She speaks Mandarin, English, and Kipate. She is tethered to an 

island that is a death sentence to its many. You do not know why; you do not understand 

many things. (473)  
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While Munira’s pondering is mainly about two individuals—Ayaana and Lai Jin, we 

might also interpret it as a response to broader issues, as how an African subject 

perceives and reimagines the Afro-Sino encounter in a conditional, hypothetical scenario. 

The pain Ayaana suffers in this South-South relation seemingly supports accusations of 

neocolonialism often made to China. On the other hand, Afro-Sino relations may turn out 

to be as promising as Ayaana and Lai Jin’s love story. Yet a sense of uncertainty 

underlies Munira’s musings, as we are told that she “[does] not understand many things.” 

It remains unpredictable how Afro-Sino relations would unfold in the future and how the 

shifting geopolitics would impact the people of Pate.        

 

Global South Audience across the Waters 

As the novel’s organizing principle, water not only destabilizes the linear, 

teleological notion of time but also conveys certain politics of reading. Specifically, the 

novel alienates the Anglophone audience by dissolving English grammatical rules and by 

referring widely to non-English languages and texts circulating in the southern seas.  

From the several paragraphs I quote throughout this chapter, we can get the sense 

that The Dragonfly Sea often dissolves English syntactical rules and attempts to confound 

the Anglophone reader. As with the “storm-threatened violent-silver sea” that strikes Lai 

Jin’s eyes (The Dragonfly Sea 464), the novel’s seascape and landscape are usually 

embellished with too many modifiers—a way of writing that denaturalizes conventional, 

everyday English and prolongs the processes of reading comprehension. The book’s 

opening paragraph is already very ornate. We learn that the clouds at Pate Island are 



59 

 

“dark-purplish blue,” the coast is “mangrove-fringed,” and the sea is “slow-churning 

turquoise” (The Dragonfly Sea 2). The descriptive, flowery vocabularies keep piling up 

throughout the 500-page novel and sometimes even overshadow the plot. Also, the novel 

operates like a solvent; it undoes preexisting connections between words, clauses, and 

sentences, and seeks to reorganize English language in surprising ways. Qualifiers, 

connectives, and other syntactic components become dislodged from the ossified 

language structure and float around in the text. To help exemplify, we may turn to 

another of Ayaana’s diving scenes: 

The sea was liquid charcoal spattered with the innards of moonlight. She tumbled into the 

seduction of the deep, craving its feel. Pulsing water. […] The sea. Its iridescent layers. 

[…] Soft, serene sinking, and familiar calmness oozed into her, dissolving time and 

trouble. […] Cocooned stillness. (The Dragonfly Sea 125) 

Like the diving scene I have cited earlier, this excerpt cuts complete sentences into 

scraps. Broken phrases are compressed together without necessary logical correlation. 

The excerpt also seeks to animate the English language by creating unexpected 

connections between words or clauses. Expressions like “the innards of moonlight,” 

“pulsing water,” and “cocooned stillness” suggest an effort of lexical rearrangement and 

defamiliarize Anglophone readers from their language habits.         

Apart from reconfiguring English grammar, the novel confuses Global North 

Anglophone readers by citing Global South materials with which they are usually 

unfamiliar. Although it indexes the Global North’s unsettling presence, such as the U.S.’s 

“War on Terror,” The Dragonfly Sea is predominantly about knowledge networks that 

spread among southern societies. The book is multilingual, incorporating different lingua 
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francas across the Indo-Pacific waters, such as Kipate, Kiswahili, Arabic, Turkish, and 

Mandarin. Importantly, these languages are not translated seamlessly into English, “the 

agreed-upon common language of the waters” (The Dragonfly Sea 292). For example, the 

Mandarin nickname Lai Jin gives Ayaana—“Haiyan” (petrel) recurs throughout the text 

(227, 252, 391, 463) without any English explanation. Similarly, Swahili and Islamic 

songs run through the pages but the meaning of lyrics remains unexplained (16–17, 90, 

138, 166, 413), barring the Anglo-American audience from fully grasping the text. Even 

when English translations are accompanied, the novel tends to stage the complex 

transcoding processes and the unbridgeable cultural fault lines. Primarily in Kiswahili or 

Mandarin, Ayaana’s conversations with other major characters are put in double 

quotation marks and regarded as ordinary diegetic elements. The English translation, in 

comparison, appears as annotations added by the narrator. As such, the novel marks the 

epistemological limit of the English-speaking Global North readers, making them feel 

like outsiders peeping into the narrated world, the unfathomable oceans of the Global 

South.  

Furthermore, The Dragonfly Sea leaves Global North readers at sea by highlighting 

intertextuality between southern cultures. The novel makes intertextual references 

primarily, if not exclusively, to African, Middle East, Asian, and South American texts, 

formally stretching across the southern waters. Examples range from Rabia al-Adawiyya 

and Tagore’s poetry (81, 90), Jorge Amado’s novel (The Dragonfly Sea 134), Egyptian 

and Bollywood movies (45, 52), Korean pop music (The Dragonfly Sea 271), Zao Wou-

Ki’s paintings (The Dragonfly Sea 179), to Han Song’s science fiction (327). As is the 
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case with the languages and dialects, these cultural texts are largely unexplained to the 

Anglo-American audience. Creating a south-based cultural network, the novel 

problematizes the principles of intelligibility, lucidity, and translatability that undergird 

globalization, that is, the world seen from a northern vantage point.  

Owuor’s interest in decentering the North and assembling Global South publics is 

also manifested on a broader, structural level. The novel’s narrative flow is often arrested 

by section breaks. What constitute these breaks are sentences pulled from other Global 

South works or Swahili proverbs. Owuor uses Mwana Kupona binti Msham, a 19th-

century Swahili poet to open her book, brings up the Chinese poet Hai Zi at the novel’s 

midpoint (The Dragonfly Sea 301), and wraps up with a line by the Brazilian poet Carlos 

Drummond de Andrade (The Dragonfly Sea 483). The rest of the book is interspersed 

with Swahili aphorisms that are necessarily anonymous, collective creations. 

Interestingly, in many of these proverbs, humans make little or no presence. What get 

displayed are the different states of water—as the storm (The Dragonfly Sea 67), the river 

(The Dragonfly Sea 263), the sea (The Dragonfly Sea 263), the rain (The Dragonfly Sea 

379), the monsoon (The Dragonfly Sea 379), etc. One proverb even focalizes two marine 

animals and critiques the anthropocentric understandings of water: “[the] octopus told the 

calamari/When you see them [humans] churn the waters/It is us they seek” (The 

Dragonfly Sea 175). Echoing these moments, Owuor draws upon water’s agency to 

undercut her own narrative authority. At the novel’s end, the author returns her characters 

to the turbulent elements. The sea’s undulations formally bookend Munira's singing voice 

and the wandering little girl: 

In rhythm, the sea ebbed. 
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“Ua langu silioni nani alolichukuwa?”–My flower, I do not see you; who has plucked 

you? 

As she lifted the kitten to her shoulders, a sudden stab of yearning for her father’s 

presence caused her to crane her neck and scan the seas for him. 

[…] 

In rhythm, the sea flowed. (The Dragonfly Sea 482) 

By structuring the book this way, Owuor not only situates herself among peoples from 

Africa, Asia, and South America—the Global South’s major components, but also 

highlights the climatic, atmospheric, and geo-elemental conditions that enable 

transoceanic journeys and South-South encounters. In other words, we may even consider 

the book as collectively written by peoples of the South and multiple nonhuman forces. 

The self-contained, individualistic authorship that typifies the Western bourgeois novel is 

thereby thrown into doubt.  

Of course, the linguistic and cultural circuits among Africa, China, and other 

southern societies, though seemingly celebratory, are not without problems. As historian 

Antoinette Burton informs us, cultural cross-reference among southern societies, or what 

she terms “postcolonial citation,” does not necessarily occur on an equal basis. In 

analyzing how the trope of blackness or Africa circulated in postcolonial India and 

justified the latter’s progressive politics, Burton shows us that racial and sexual 

hierarchies persist despite the emancipatory rhetoric of the Bandung Spirit, horizontal 

relations, and South-South solidarity (3–4). The Dragonfly Sea registers one such power 

asymmetry in the South-South networks; it makes clear how Mandarin, with China’s 

rising economic power, might become another hegemonic language in the Indian Ocean 
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Rim just like English. In Ayaana’s nautical science lecture, for example, she and her 

classmates from India, Pakistan, and Indonesia are debating how to name the Indian 

Ocean. The Chinese lecturer stops the heated discussion, claiming that the waters should 

be named “the Western Ocean” according to Chinese traditions. (The Dragonfly Sea 288–

89) Ayaana later muses, “[in] this country, they spoke of the sea’s future in Mandarin and 

English, not in Kiswahili, or Gujarati or Malay or Kipate” (The Dragonfly Sea 290). 

Beneath the façade of transoceanic affinities, the novel suggests, are largely inequalities 

and tensions between southern societies.  

Throughout this chapter, I have considered water as The Dragonfly Sea’s organizing 

structure. Owuor uses the aqueous form to tackle Africa-China relations’ multiple 

timescales. On the one hand, the ocean in the text embodies the progressive, teleological 

temporality of extractive economies, filiation, and the Bildungsroman. On the other hand, 

the rotating gyres and aimless drifts denote non-chronological temporalities that unsettle 

the aforementioned model of time. Moreover, water in the text shapes and transforms 

practices of reading. By dissolving “proper” English grammar and widely citing materials 

across the southern waters, Owuor renders the novel rather ungraspable for Global North 

Anglophone readers. Standing on the Swahili shore, the author turns her eyes eastward 

and southward, imagining a community that weaves together Africa, China, and the rest 

of the Global South.  

As I have demonstrated in this chapter, an oceanic turn can help rewire Africa-China 

literary studies and, even more broadly, world literature discourses. The Africa-India 

relationship has been well explored in Indian Ocean studies and considered to be a long-
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established one. The Afro-Sino encounter, in comparison, is often regarded as a recent 

event. I suggest the impression of “China as newcomer to Africa” results from terrestrial 

thinking.  If we divert our attention from land to sea, we would find that the Indo-Pacific 

waters embody the oft-ignored backstories of Africa and China and register the shifting 

geopolitics of our current moment, brought by BRI and its water infrastructure.  

Furthermore, The Dragonfly Sea’s formal slipperiness, deliberate distancing from the 

Global North audience, and its refusal of smooth translations complicate the major 

principles of world literature including translatability and global circulation. As Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak informs us, “to transmute the literatures of the global South to an 

undifferentiated space of English rather than a differentiated political space” works in the 

interest of globalization (Death of a Discipline 72). Owuor’s aqueous novel 

defamiliarizes the Anglocentric globe and invites us readers to reimagine the planet.    
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CONCLUSION 

 

The Southern Ocean. Poe never laid eyes on it, Edgar Allan, but criss-crossed it in his 

mind. Boatloads of dark islanders paddled out to meet him. They seemed ordinary folk 

just like us, but when they smiled and showed their teeth the teeth were not white but 

black. It sent a shiver down his spine, and rightly so.  

––J. M. Coetzee, Elizabeth Costello (2003) 

 

Throughout this thesis, I have explored the ways oceanic discourses help Global 

South novelists to convey subversive politics regarding their living environment. In their 

respective manners, Abdulrazak Gurnah, Zakes Mda, and Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor use 

the oceanic form to trouble empires and modern nations’ control over the aqueous 

ecologies. Their formal experiments draw on different oceanic characteristics and are 

most evident in four aspects: the temporal, the spatial, the phenomenological, and the 

epistemological, which I will turn to in this conclusion. Though I discuss them separately 

for convenience, as can be seen in my previous chapters, these four dimensions are 

inextricably linked in the novels. The three aqueous texts from the Global South suggest 

possibilities beyond European modernity’s spatiotemporal regulation, and provide 

alternative ways of understanding and being with the more-than-human environment.  

First, the three novels borrow hydrologics to unsettle the empires and state powers’ 

regulation of time. As I have demonstrated in chapter 3, The Dragonfly Sea invokes 

circular gyres and directionless turbulence to disrupt the linear, progressive time of 

historicism evinced by capitalist modernity, genealogical discourses, and the 
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Bildungsroman genre. The other two texts adopt some different strategies. By the Sea and 

The Whale Caller similarly feature the ocean’s deep time. The yearly monsoon that 

sweeps through African and Asian coastlines and the migratory cetacean species across 

the southern seas have existed long before the appearance of early humans, let alone 

modern empires. The temporal rhythms of the planet historicize and render contingent the 

prevailing power structures of our present moment, such as the (masculine) Global 

North’s dominance over the rest of the world.          

Regarding the dimension of geography and space, the three novels problematize 

globalist imperialism and its associated ideology—elitist cosmopolitanism—by 

generating alternative geographical connections and modes of world-imagining. Apart 

from the interaction between South and North, a presumably more conventional theme in 

postcolonial literature, all the three texts spend considerable time exploring transoceanic 

relations within the Global South. The East African coast in By the Sea and The 

Dragonfly Sea is where African people meet merchants from the Middle East and Asia as 

well as Chinese sailors. In The Whale Caller, stories about the shark caller and whale 

songs travel across the southern seas, linking together South African and Oceanian 

indigenous communities. It is worth noting the South-South relations examined in this 

thesis are not necessarily harmonious; as we can see from the Indian Ocean trade in 

chapter 1 and the Afro-Sino encounter in chapter 3, Global South affinities are largely 

underwritten by racial, sexual, economic, and epistemological inequalities. Despite that 

(or precisely because of it) these South-South encounters are typified by unpredictable 



67 

 

cacophonies, they carry the potential for interrupting the homogenizing processes of 

globalization. 

To counter globalization that totalizes the world and certain analytical frameworks 

that remove cultural differences and existing power relations in the name of the 

transnational turn, Gurnah, Mda, and Owuor also take another measure. Whereas 

transoceanic travel is a theme running through all three novels, the authors similarly 

attach great importance to place. They provide three oceanic views that are localized, 

which contrast sharply with the empty, homogenous ocean pictured by the all-seeing 

imperial eye, the European cartographers, and the lofty cosmopolitans. By “localized,” I 

first mean visceral, embodied experience of the living conditions, a dimension usually 

glossed over in discourses of exile, nomadism, and deterritorialization. As I have shown 

in the previous chapters, the three novels focus on the bodies that actually feel the 

negative consequences of maritime modernity. In addition to Saleh, an asylum seeker 

excluded from the xenophobic Europe, By the Sea is attentive to wasted bodies in all 

senses—the loyal servants who died for the British Empire, the ethnic minorities 

displaced from the newly independent Zanzibar, and women and children who suffered 

violence in the traditional Indian Ocean trade. The other two texts similarly feature lives 

that bear the brunt of modern empires and globalization. The Whale Caller calls attention 

to the submerged voices of whales and indigenous peoples. The Dragonfly Sea is fraught 

with forced movements. Ayaana’s journey to China is largely involuntary; she is chosen 

as the cultural ambassador because of her Chinese blood, a genealogical relation that 

supposedly determines how she would and should act in the Afro-Sino encounter. We 
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also learn that many fishermen are compelled to leave Pate Island because their homeland 

has been overexploited by foreign economies.  

By “localized” I also mean that the oceanic imaginaries in the three novels are 

respectively grounded in Zanzibari, South African, and Kenyan contexts and literary 

traditions. At the formal level, we see how oceanic language gets intertwined with 

distinct local cultures. Though geographically adjacent, Gurnah and Owuor’s novels 

provide very different portrayals of the East African seashore. The marine world of By 

the Sea is informed by Arabic culture, or more specifically, the literary classic A 

Thousand and One Nights. Just as readers of the Nights jump between a series of 

interconnected tales, readers of By the Sea “are transported to various port cities as they 

pass through the portals that convey them from one narrative world to another” 

(Samuelson, “Narrative Cartographies, ‘Beautiful Things’ and Littoral States in 

Abdulrazak Gurnah’s By the Sea” 80). In The Dragonfly Sea, Pate Islanders’ songs about 

the ocean and Owuor’s poetic, aqueous language show the characteristics of Swahili 

navigational poetry. As Owuor explains on another occasion, such a literary genre 

generates affective, imagined geographies of the Swahili Seas and contrasts with imperial 

maps that generate “inert, stable and topographical” information (“In Search of Poem-

Maps of the Swahili Seas: Three Sea Poems by Haji Gora Haji” 169). We shift to South 

Africa’s seashore in The Whale Caller, whose mythic, chimerical form reflects the 

influence of indigenous cosmologies, such as African animism and Aboriginal Dreaming 

that travels along the southern seas (152). Examining Gurnah, Mda, and Owuor’s works 

in my thesis, I do not intend to imply these three novels represent the aqueous 
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imagination of Africa or the entire Global South. Indeed, the oceanic form in every 

space-time is localized. I hope my analyses in the previous chapters can open more 

avenues for studying aqueous literatures situated in the South, the geographical areas 

generally viewed as margins or frontiers in a Eurocentric paradigm.                          

The three texts also seek to decolonize phenomenological experience shaped by 

colonial discourses. One example of such experience is the distant, tranquil, and empty 

seascape with which I opened this thesis. The human subject imagining this seascape is 

usually disembodied and god-like, keeping a distance from what is being observed and 

rendering it an insignificant background or exploitable resource. All my three primary 

texts draw on the ocean’s transgressive qualities to undo the colonial oceanic imaginary. 

Relying on fluid language and planetary forces, By the Sea unsettles the land-sea binary 

upheld by the colonial outpost, the postcolonial nation-state, and the English customs 

house. The other two novels recuperate the ocean from colonial, extractive logics by 

highlighting senses other than vision. The immersive marine soundscapes in chapter 2 

and the protagonist’s tactile communication with waters via diving in chapter 3 similarly 

break the boundary between the human subject and the ocean, suggesting alternative, 

post-imperial ways of being with the environment.          

In terms of knowledge production, Gurnah, Mda, and Owuor’s works challenge the 

hegemonic epistemologies that are used to interpret the southern seas and the Global 

South in general. More specifically, the three novelists mobilize different scales of the 

ocean to mark the limits of European knowledges and languages. The littoral in By the 

Sea denaturalizes the paradisiacal, uninhabited coastline, an aesthetic type deriving from 
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not only imperial travelogues about the tropics but also Britons’ writing about their own 

seashore. The wasted bodies and littoral societies’ communal living in By the Sea are 

hardly imaginable in canonical British literature, where the coast tends to be 

metaphorically configured or occupied by atomistic individuals. The seashore in Matthew 

Arnold’s “Dover Beach,” for example, is where a solitary speaker laments the loss of 

faith in a disenchanted world. The leisure of horseracing and the mysteries of crime 

characterize the interwar seaside resort in Graham Greene’s Brighton Rock. Ian 

McEwan’s On Chesil Beach features a young couple negotiating their private relationship 

on the Dorset seashore. The other two novels in this thesis unsettle Europe’s epistemic 

hegemony by different means. As I have investigated in chapter 3, The Dragonfly Sea 

seeks to problematize Anglocentrism by citing extensively non-English materials and 

assembling new publics within the Global South. By stressing the importance and 

impossibility of listening to the ocean, The Whale Caller troubles an ideology associated 

with empire and its extractive economies, that is, anthropocentrism, which turns the 

nonhuman other into manageable resources. I hope my analyses throughout this project 

have demonstrated the importance of historicizing and provincializing the Western 

frameworks and aesthetic paradigms we use to comprehend non-Western environments, a 

task Dipesh Chakrabarty has famously described as necessary and impossible when we 

are writing from within Western intellectual traditions and institutions (45–46). Written 

in an American university and conversing with various branches of critical theory, my 

thesis is inevitably caught in this dilemma regarding knowledge production. However, I 

believe By the Sea, The Whale Caller, and The Dragonfly Sea—three novels located in 



71 

 

the Global South—gesture toward something promising; in their respective littoral, 

cetacean, and aqueous forms, they generate new ways of imagining and theorizing the 

ocean, or give us a glimpse of the knowledges that already exist but are yet to be 

conceptualized.  
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