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Writing the impossible: Racial, sexual and stylistic expansivity in Nalo Hopkinson’s The Salt Roads (2003)
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Nalo Hopkinson’s work holds an important place in the newly emerging and widely contested field of Caribbean queer studies. Yet to date, her contribution has not been fully theorized. Her 2003 novel The Salt Roads evokes a continuum of loving encounters between women, which correspond to Audre Lorde’s emphasis on the resources provided by the erotic realm and the radical potentiality of shared connection with an other. Hopkinson’s most distinctive intervention, however, comes with her harnessing of racial, sexual and stylistic diversity. The same engagement with generic forms that has hindered critical reception of her work can also be viewed as a tactic through which she inserts a black, female and queer voice. Yet, at the same time as she deploys the genre conventions of speculative fiction, her writing also undermines the politics of Empire subtly encoded within much of this oeuvre. Rather than simply providing a Caribbean twist to established genres, Hopkinson’s destabilizing of formal distinctions is itself rooted in the creolisation emblematic of the Caribbean. The author’s assertion that speculative fiction allows her to imagine the impossible therefore signals the close connection between her subversion of genre codes and the sexual and racial expansiveness characteristic of her authorial vision.
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Nalo Hopkinson’s novel The Salt Roads (2003b) celebrates a continuum of loving encounters between women. These correspond to Audre Lorde’s (2007) emphasis on the resources provided by the erotic realm and the radical potentiality of shared connection with an other. As such, the text holds an important place in the newly emerging and widely contested field of Caribbean queer studies, despite the fact that it has not yet received much scholarly coverage. The novel’s most distinctive contribution to such debates lies in its harnessing of racial, sexual and stylistic diversity, with a close connection being evident between Hopkinson’s subversion of genre codes and the sexual and racial expansiveness characteristic of her wider authorial vision.

As Denise DeCaires Narain, Alison Donnell and Evelyn O’Callaghan  (2011) have outlined, “some of the most urgent and highly-charged public and political debates in the Caribbean have focused on sexual citizenship and gay rights”  (4). Whereas much of the public discussion has centered on popular cultural forms like dancehall music, a growing number of authors – from Michelle Cliff and Dionne Brand through to Patricia Powell, Thomas Glave and Kei Miller – have explored the sexual possibilities made available through imaginative fiction. In tandem with this literary production, a body of work theorizing the queer Caribbean has also emerged, with a number of divergent emphases coming to the fore. Alison Donnell (2012), for example, frames the Caribbean as “an already queer place” (219), highlighting how: 
the two concepts of queerness and Caribbeanness have significant areas of complementarity and overlap. Just as the intense diversity of the Caribbean, where people may claim many ancestries and be multiply creolized, puts pressure on received ideas of national, ethnic, and cultural identity, so too the analytical and political strength of queerness lies in its undoing of the seeming naturalization of identity categories and its investment in points of rupture and indeterminacy. (218-219; italics in the original)
Whilst agreeing with Donnell as to the entangled nature of identificatory categories such as race, gender and class within the region, DeCaires Narain (2012) states “I would prefer to name this entanglement in relation to a creolizing rather than a queering critical lexicon”, suggesting that “a creolizing interpretive practice might be more historically and culturally attuned to the particular proliferation and intersection of differences in the Caribbean” (196; italics in the original). As DeCaires Narain explains, discussions of creolisation within the region have tended to remain “too tightly anchored in the binary racial politics of the plantation” whereas, outside of the Caribbean, the term has “spiraled out widely so that it has become a practically universal sign of a worldly hybridity that celebrates impurity and cultural fusion” (199). Instead, she is interested in “an approach that relies less on historical accounts of how creolization actually happened” and more on one in which “particular but always-shifting constellations of identity snag a too-easy celebration of creolization, without necessarily halting it” (200; italics in the original). 
Hopkinson’s novel speaks to both Donnell and DeCaires Narain’s perspectives. In formal terms, her innovative literary stylistics find their root in the creolisation discussed by DeCaires Narain, while the expansive definitions of racial and sexual identity that she champions echo Donnell’s emphasis on the challenging of national, ethnic and cultural borders. Whereas both critics are rightly cautious about the importation of metropolitan sexual constructions, Hopkinson’s novel directly places black female racial activists in a shared lineage with those who have fought for gendered and sexual rights, demonstrating the affiliations between differently situated activist movements and providing illustration of what James Rosenau (2003) has described in the title of his monograph as “distant proximities”. In so doing, The Salt Roads offers a rebuke to those viewing the struggle for sexual freedom within the Caribbean as unrelated to the racial concerns so central to the formation of the postcolonial nation. Instead, she places women and LGBTQ communities at the heart of her determinedly Caribbean vision.
Creolizing stylistics and racial-sexual expansivity
Hopkinson has been celebrated for her hybrid use of generic tropes, having described her own fiction as including “elements of science fiction, fantasy, dark fantasy, horror and magic realism” (Hopkinson 1999b, 589). Her first two novels, Brown Girl in the Ring ([1998] 2012) and Midnight Robber (2000) mix science fiction and fantasy with a uniquely Caribbean sensibility, while The Salt Roads (2003b) employs the techniques of historical magic realism and fantasy in tandem with Afro-Caribbean theology. As a result, many critics have “been hard-pressed to come up with an adequate critical vocabulary to describe the complex genre-crossing involved in her work” (Latham 2010, 499). This essay frames such genre crossing as a stylistic manifestation of the racial and sexual expansiveness of Hopkinson’s wider authorial vision. It argues that her unorthodox blending of fabulist and historical modes in The Salt Roads serves as a counterpoint to the protean forms of racial and erotic agency that she champions. Just as her fiction resists the reductive impetus of identificatory stereotypes, so too, it troubles generic categories. 
As Belinda Edmondson (2009) makes clear in Caribbean Middlebrow, “popular” or genre-based writing has frequently held a vexed position in discussions of Caribbean literature. As Edmondson would have it, regional canon formation has been over reliant on an originary narrative, whereby exilic male writers of the post-war period brought West Indian writing to international attention through an innovative reworking of metropolitan forms. In the case of Hopkinson specifically, Edmondson discusses the difficulties experienced in marketing The Salt Roads, claiming that its positioning as first science fiction, then women’s writing or black women’s writing hindered its reception both within and outside of the region (157). Ironically, however, the same formal heterodoxy that Edmondson claims has limited Hopkinson’s regional audience finds its echo in the Caribbean cultural context on which the author’s work is grounded. 
Hopkinson blends Afro-Caribbean folklore, traditions, linguistic patterns and nomenclature into those generic formulae with which she is engaged. In Midnight Robber, for example, the protagonist’s artificial-intelligence house robot is named “Eshu” after the African deity, while the cyber-space network ruling over the planet of Toussaint is known as “Granny Nanny”, a name which evokes both the mythical maroon leader and the trickster figure, Anancy.
 This innovative fusion of Caribbean influences with genre staples has led Hyacinth Simpson (2005) to describe Hopkinson as “doing in science fiction and fantasy what literary pioneers such as Samuel Selvon accomplished in earlier Caribbean writing: creating a uniquely Caribbean voice and language in fiction that celebrates both the particularity and the universality of Caribbean experience” (96).  Many of the post-war pioneers with whom Hopkinson is here compared, however, were, as Edmondson emphasizes, firmly wedded to the literary fictional modes of the Western European canon. Writers such as Samuel Selvon, George Lamming and V. S. Naipaul frequently employed realist or modernist techniques in order to bring powerfully to life the disenfranchised populations of their region. In so doing, their work has, in recent years, faced criticism for its foregrounding of an exiled, emphatically middle-class and masculine anti-colonial nationalism. In contrast, Hopkinson’s contemporary recasting of popular genres in feminized and radicalized terms addresses precisely those forms of black female sexuality considered marginal within post-war Caribbean literary production (see King 2002; Donnell 2006). The same engagement with generic forms that has hindered critical reception of her work can therefore also be viewed as a tactic through which to insert black, female and queer voices within the canon. 
Whether infusing either highbrow or more popular cultural forms with a Caribbean sensibility, such commixture proves entirely representative of the wider regional experience. As Hopkinson herself puts it: “when my work is coming from a Caribbean context, fusion fits very well; that’s how we survived” (2002, 99). In an area marked by multiple crossings – voluntary and otherwise – the everyday code-switching necessitated by such racial, linguistic and cultural diversity maps on to Hopkinson’s rejection of generic boundaries. In The Development of Creole Society in Jamaica, 1770-1820, Kamau Brathwaite (1971) outlines how, across the Caribbean: “although there is white/brown/black, there are infinite possibilities within these distinctions and many ways of asserting identity. A common colonial and creole experience is shared among the various divisions” (310). Countering the seeming rigidity of the virgules he uses to demarcate racial lines, Brathwaite instead emphasizes the “infinite possibilities” that are “shared” across all groups. Rather than simply providing a Caribbean twist to established genres, Hopkinson’s destabilizing of formal distinctions is therefore rooted, I suggest, in the creolisation emblematic of the Caribbean. 
Hopkinson’s amorphous use of generic elements echoes the erotic expression she champions. Across Brown Girl in the Ring, Midnight Robber and The Salt Roads, the author seamlessly, and undramatically, makes reference to a wide spectrum of sexual desires. Most prominently, in The Salt Roads, she offers a sensuous portrayal of the mutability of black female sexuality, as the novel brings to life a range of female characters that have sex with both men and women.
 As we are told about plantation slave Tipingee’s friend and lover, Mer: “Mer always been there for her [sic]: shipmates; sisters before Tipingee’s blood came; wives to each other after, even when they had had husbands” (Hopkinson 2003b, 12). In turn, Patrice, Tipingee’s husband, accepts this relationship, recognizing that her “love was bigger for having so many to love” (13). Sex and love are presented as resource; in contrast to the degradations of their daily lives, it is emotional and physical connection with another that provides sustenance. This fluidity is echoed in the novel’s second pairing, between mulatto Jeanne and white Lise, two 19th-century courtesans. Although Jeanne is aware that financial pressures mean she will eventually have to focus on her male lover, Charles, she and Lise continue to enjoy the sensual – and fairly graphically-rendered – pleasures they offer each other. As Jeanne suggests, “here in the warm dark with my Lise, no one to bother us, anything felt possible” (18), words echoing those of Brathwaite. 
This sexual expansiveness is mirrored in the racial dynamism of The Salt Roads, where “blackness” serves to link Hopkinson’s Alexandrian, Nubian prostitute-saint, her Afro-Caribbean plantation slaves and her 19th-century, mulatto Parisian courtesan. They are all, as Hopkinson would have it, “African people” (2003b, 193), a claim supported by her floating narrator-spirit, Ezili, who travels through time and space, inhabiting different individuals. Ezili claims to be “more interested in [ … ] black and brown bodies” (119), with “black and brown” suggesting the fluidity of such racial markers. Tipingee’s earlier reference to Mer being her “shipmate” (12) also calls to mind Paul Gilroy’s ([1993] 2002) discussion of the black Atlantic, specifically, his casting of the ship as central metaphor in the triangular cultural exchange between Europe, Africa and the Americas. When discussing Midnight Robber, Elizabeth Boyle (2009) has made a convincing case that Hopkinson’s novel “projects the black Atlantic into cyberspace, where expanded discourses of technology allow metaphors of the black Atlantic to become deterritorialised” (177). As Boyle also points out, Gilroy’s “framework largely sidesteps the participation of women and engagement with other African diasporic communities outside the parameters of the ‘black Atlantic’” (179-180). Instead, in The Salt Roads, the transhistorical and transspatial links that Hopkinson draws between her characters, place women who love women, as well as a wider range of African diasporic connections, centre stage. Accordingly, the novel conforms to DeCaires Narain’s description of “the proliferation and intimate intersection of sexual and racial ‘orientations’” (2012, 210) central to a creolizing hermeneutics.
Just as The Salt Roads expands notions of sexuality and race, so too, it raises questions about genre, for speculative fiction novels are not commonly known for their representation of black, queer and female lives. Hopkinson has spoken eloquently across a number of interviews about the difficulties of being a black speculative fiction novelist (Rutledge 2002, 1), despite the fact that a number of figures within the black literary canon – such as W. E. B. Du Bois, George Schuyler and Ralph Ellison – have employed fantastical narratives. Although precedents can be found in the work of authors such as Octavia Butler and Samuel R. Delany, or, more recently, that of Walter Mosley, Andrea Hairston and Tananarive Due, speculative fiction, as Hopkinson recognizes, has traditionally been “dominated by white men and their ideas, concerns, and discriminations” (Rutledge 2002, 5). As a result, much of this writing has a vexed relationship to postcolonial ideas of self and other, whereby “a genre that on the face of it is very much about ‘us’ and ‘other’” is “still largely written from a perspective of being on the outside trying to fathom the ‘other’” (Hopkinson 2006, para 3). Equally, although writers such as Ursula LeGuin, Elizabeth Lynn and Samuel R. Delany have addressed non-normative sexualities in their writing, the field has often seemed to “preclude issues of sexuality” (Bacon-Smith 2000, 135) for precisely the same reasons of white male (heterosexual) dominance.
As Hopkinson also recognizes, however, speculative fiction can be “a great place to warp the mirror and thus impel the reader to view differently things that they’ve taken for granted” (Hopkinson 2003a, 149). In her view, science fiction and fantasy can “switch paradigms on you. Just when you think you understand where the ground is under your feet, it can shift” (quoted in Simpson 2005, 108-109). This kind of disorientating shift can happen:

with anything: politics, culture, race, power, sex, sexuality, gender. That’s the stuff I find interesting. It’s in the nature of the genre to allow one to step outside the box and examine what’s in it and think about what might be excluded and why. (quoted in Simpson 2005, 109)
In The Salt Roads, I suggest that Hopkinson fully exploits this disordering tendency so as to question racial, sexual and generic paradigms. In placing the lives and stories of black women centre stage, The Salt Roads undermines the politics of Empire subtly encoded in the genre conventions of much speculative fiction. And, in having those women have sex with each other, she also troubles the normative sexual codes infusing such work. Hopkinson’s assertion that speculative fiction “allows me to imagine the impossible” (Hopkinson 1999b, 592-593) signals the close connection between her subversion of genre codes and the sexual and racial expansiveness characteristic of her authorial vision. 
Black female erotic power
At the same time as championing such fluidity, however, The Salt Roads also illustrates the very real difficulties of claiming sexual expression for females of African descent. In focusing on the lives of black women from different time periods and locales, Hopkinson makes clear the ongoing nature of female subjugation at the hands of men, with a number of commentators recognizing her wider interest in addressing women’s suffering as a result of both patriarchal and racial discrimination (see Rutledge 2002 and Georgi 2001). Hopkinson herself has spoken directly about her interest in these intersectional forms of oppression, describing how, for example, slavery has “created systemic race-based oppression that’s outlasting the actual institution of slavery. Couple that with gender-based oppression, and you have a story very familiar to many women of colour” (Hopkinson 2013, n.p.). Consequently, Hopkinson views The Salt Roads (which she refers to under its working title of Griffonne) as being “essentially about how black women’s bodies and sexualities get conceived in white imagination through the lens of slavery [sic]” (Hopkinson 2003a, 158). 
Across the novel then, Hopkinson’s female characters are subject to a catalogue of unwanted attention – from the casually unthinking to the overtly violent – at the hands of white men, in particular. Although the story of the 10th-century prostitute Nubian Meritet is set before the advent of plantation slavery, she has nevertheless been sold into bondage to a man who “had known my full lips and high southern behind would fetch him a good price with the sailors” (Hopkinson 2003b, 237). Later, on the plantation, Mer acknowledges: “I’d delivered plenty light-skin babies before. Backra men were always pushing their business into Ginen women” (29). Matters are little improved for mulatto Jeanne in 19th-century Paris, who is herself descended from a grandmother “brought from Africa’s belly and sold as a creature for the pleasure of gentlemen” (58). In turn, Jeanne cultivates the affections of her lover, Charles Baudelaire, because of the financial security he represents. As Ezili observes when she inhabits Jeanne’s body: 

She has had to suffer touches that sometimes hurt to this soul case that is our body [sic]. Men like you give her this food called money if she will allow them to do the things that are sometimes sweet, but sometimes hurt her. (57)
This emphasis on financial exchange makes clear the extent to which sexual disempowerment is bound up in women’s broader economic exclusion. As Ruby Ramraj acknowledges, “each of these stories demonstrate that women do not have sole jurisdiction of their bodies; they are ‘sold’ to the highest bidder” (2004, 32). Trapped for much of the novel in Jeanne’s body, despite her attempts to fly free, Ezili tries to understand why this particular woman exerts such a tenacious corporeal hold. In contrast, the spirit remembers entering the body of a wealthy white plantation mistress who “let me into her head; she wanted for no material thing. Perhaps if I help Jeanne to a happier life, a life of plenty, I can be freer in the prison of her” (Hopkinson 2003b, 157). Here, Ezili directly relates cognitive freedom to economic agency; the constraining psychological effects of the gilded cage Jeanne inhabits with Charles work to limit Ezili’s own freedom within her mind. As Jeanne herself recognizes, she must devote much of her energy – or as her lover views it, her “wiles” (169) – to furthering their relationship: “I can’t act this way with Charles. Can’t afford to. I needs must coddle him [ … ]. I remembered to keep my body inclined low, to shrink myself smaller than he” (72). In this example, Hopkinson appears to reflect on Virginia Woolf’s famous dictum that “a woman must have money and a room of her own” (Woolf [1929] 2002, 6). Yet, contrary to Woolf’s imagined subject, race is a crucial factor in Jeanne’s captivity. Charles, for example, cannot tell his mother about Jeanne’s presence – as “dark stain” or “black mark” (54) – in his life for fear of his monthly income being withdrawn. Yet, at the same time, Jeanne is fully aware of “what a scandalous black feather she makes in the cap of this bohemian who revels in drawing shocked gazes” (156). Jeanne’s body and sexuality are inextricably filtered through the lens of slavery and constrained by the dual currents of racial and gendered oppression. Accordingly, the women of this novel illustrate the extent to which “the black woman’s relationship to her self [ … ] must be constantly reevaluated, historicized as a relation degraded by the legacy of her slavery-era status as the literal site of the reproduction of white-owned property” (Davis Rogan 2008, 75). 
In contrast to the acquisitive heterosexual relationships described, Hopkinson shows the love and support black women offer each other being a source of sustenance, as well as conduit to sexual pleasure. Accordingly, The Salt Roads responds to Audre Lorde’s call (2007) for black women to love both themselves and each other, as well as her emphasis on the resources offered by the erotic realm. The novel’s opening pairing, Mer and Tipingee, are emblematic of this sustenance and, significantly, their bond is forged on a slave ship from Africa to the Caribbean, at the very inception of the system that Hopkinson credits as having corrupted notions of black femininity. Rather than economic language, Mer and Tipingee’s relationship is evoked in terms of feelings and care. Tipingee, for example, recognizes Mer’s dual role as both medicine woman and lover, when she describes how her “actions went out into the world. There was healing in her hands. Release” (Hopkinson 2003b, 10), while Mer’s laugh fills “Tipingee’s heart up” (368). In turn, Tipingee’s smile can “make the smoking, stinking castor oil lamp seem brighter” to Mer (98). Such meagre resources as a freely given smile or touch appear more precious in The Salt Roads than those financial inducements crucial to its heterosexual relationships. 
These hope-filled interactions prove closely related to Lorde’s description in her 1983 essay, “Eye to Eye”, of how, in the 20th century, black women have directed their own self-loathing outwards, against each other. Talking about the “legacy of hate” that women of colour have been inculcated with, Lorde claims that “we adapted, learned to take it in and use it, unscrutinised. Yet at what cost! In order to withstand the weather, we had to become stone, and now we bruise ourselves upon the other who is closest” (2007, 159-60). In contrast, Lorde looks back in time and claims that: 
We are African women and we know, in our blood’s telling, the tenderness with which our foremothers held each other. It is that connection which we are seeking. We have the stories of Black women who healed each other’s wounds, raised each other’s children, fought each other’s battles, tilled each other’s earth, and eased each other’s passages into life and into death. (152-153) 

Mer and Tipingee clearly stand within this latter tradition: Mer’s healing skills work to sustain Tipingee; they support each other throughout their travails; and, the novel itself opens with the women working together to birth, then bury a stillborn child before closing with the pair successfully bringing a newborn (Dédée Bazile, a future figurehead of the Haitian revolution) into the world. As Mer sees her own death on the horizon, she recognizes Tipingee’s “hard choice [ … ] staying with me in bondage instead of going to the bush and to freedom with Patrice”, for which decision “every day I give thanks” (Hopkinson 2003b, 375). Their relationship makes explicit the sexual potential inherent to Lorde’s claim that black women “obliterate what we most desire to love and touch, the problematic self, unclaimed but fiercely guarded from the other” (2007, 159). The fact that Mer can begin her daily labor with “a skin-memory of Tipi’s hands on my body in the night, and my mother’s voice in my head” (Hopkinson 2003b, 308) enacts precisely the desire Lorde articulates and speaks to that self, loved by a mother and denied in and by other black women, which Lorde entreats her readers to recover. Accordingly, this novel proves emblematic of Lorde’s injunction to “begin to speak the impossible – or what has always seemed like the impossible – to one another” (2007, 175), words echoing Hopkinson’s own.
More broadly, The Salt Roads can also be viewed as manifestation of Lorde’s emphasis, in “The Uses of the Erotic” on the erotic as “well of replenishing and provocative force to the woman who does not fear its revelation” (2007, 54). Countering any view of the erotic as mere private emotion, Lorde specifically draws out its radical potential, asserting that: 
The principal horror of any system which defines the good in terms of profit rather than in terms of human need, or which defines human need to the exclusion of the psychic and emotional components of that need – the principal horror of such a system, is that it robs our work of its erotic value, its erotic power and life appeal. (55) 
In describing the systemic over-valuation of profit at the expense of individual need, Lorde’s words connect with those economic factors entrapping the female characters of The Salt Roads. Specific to Mer and Tipingee, this formulation casts their relationship as direct resistance to the system of plantation slavery under which they are forced to operate; by privileging the erotic within their own lives, they “become less willing to accept powerlessness” (Lorde 2007, 58). Whereas gendered and sexual concerns, then, have often been seen as seen as having little relevance to the priorities of the region’s nationalist anti-colonial movements, Hopkinson makes clear that the erotic can also serve as revolutionary tool. Curdella Forbes (2005), for example, has discussed the “gender-erasing imperatives of the nationalist movement”, recognizing that:
The times were exigent, the large outlines of the socio-political world were being made anew and the collective excitement which suppressed other considerations was altogether understandable, and no doubt inevitable as it usually is at the beginning of all movements of resistance and identification. (5)
Not only does Hopkinson speak to this lack, but she also makes clear the resources offered by an engagement with sexual as well as gendered concerns.
Such models of female sexual desire, however, do not map easily on to contemporary Caribbean realities. As Makeda Silvera (1992) explains in her essay, “Man Royals and Sodomites: Some thoughts on the Invisibility of Afro-Caribbean Lesbians”: 

The presence of an “out” Afro-Caribbean lesbian in our community is dealt with by suspicion and fear from both men and our heterosexual Black sisters. It brings into question the assumption of heterosexuality as the only “normal” way. It forces them to acknowledge something that has always been covered up. (24-25) 

With homophobia and violence against those loving same-sex partners in the Caribbean being widespread, it is understandable why Hopkinson herself has acknowledged: 

I do fret a lot about how those elements of my work [the erotica] will be received by the more conservative people in my communities, but the alternative would be to try to chop bits of myself off again in order to be acceptable. As I get older, I find it harder to keep doing that type of self-mutilation. (2002, 111)
It is because of these sentiments, however – and the various kinds of “impossibilities” that The Salt Roads champions – that the novel needs to be viewed as standing within that body of literary material identified as the Caribbean queer, work that expands the dominant sexual models of contemporary Caribbean culture and counters the shame and silences Silvera describes. Hopkinson’s complex, unnameable and seemingly impossible representations of love between women are emblematic of precisely that “disordered inventory of desire” (Donnell 2012, 218) associated with such writing. 
The intertwining of racial and sexual freedoms
Hopkinson’s portrayal of the battle between the time-travelling female God-narrator and the male God, Ogu, stands as further metaphor for the gendered and sexual limitations of black nationalist discourse. In her discussion of Afro-Caribbean lesbian lives, Makeda Silvera also addresses the reproductive pressures placed on black women when she recognizes the extent to which female same-sex desire “brings into question the traditional Black female role” (1992, 25) whereby, “under slavery, production and reproduction were inextricably linked” (23). Reproduction “served not only to increase the labor force of slave owners” but, furthermore: 

Gender roles, as well as the act of sex, became badges of status. To be male was to be the stud, the procreator; to be female was to be fecund, and one’s femininity was measured by the ability to attract and hold a man, and to bear children. In this way, slavery and the post-emancipation colonial order defined the structures of patriarchy and heterosexuality as necessary for social mobility and acceptance. (23) 

This emphasis on the productive/reproductive locus of plantation slavery connects with Hopkinson’s portrayal of the economic and material aspects of black women’s disenfranchisement. Such gendered stereotypes – of the black stud and the fecund black woman – have also infused much black nationalist discourse, as Michele Wallace acknowledges in Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman ([1978] 1990). Writing in an American context, Wallace describes how crucial ideas of black machismo were to the civil rights movement. Weighted down by the “white man’s obsession with their genitals” (73), she argues that numerous black leaders “began to glorify the primitivism of the black man, to take his macho out of the category of human error and place it in the category of divine destiny [sic]” (73). At the same time, black women were increasingly seen as “too domineering, too strong, too aggressive, too outspoken, too castrating, too masculine” (91). How would the black man attain freedom if “his wife, his woman, his mother, his sisters, who should have been his faithful servants, were undermining him at every opportunity” (91)? Accordingly, Wallace claims that, by “negating the importance” of black women’s role, “the efficiency of the Black Movement was obliterated. It was just a lot of black men strutting around with Afros” (81).
Wallace has subsequently tempered some of these claims, particularly regarding the accountability of machismo in the failures of the black power movement. However, her emphasis on the gendered limitations of black nationalist thought remains pertinent and shares some similarities with later, Caribbean-based analyses of regional nationalism.
 Such concerns can, I suggest, be mapped onto The Salt Roads. As events on the slave plantation build towards their crescendo, rebel leader, Makandal is pitted against Mer, in the guise of their respective spirit-Gods, Ogu and Ezili. As Makandal rallies the slaves to an attack on the great house, Ezili (in the body of Mer) recognizes that he is “a strong man, with vision. A fierce and necessary man” (Hopkinson 2003b, 318); words echoing the discourse of much black nationalist leadership. However, throughout the book, it has been made clear that Mer has reservations about the likely effectiveness of the planned slave revolt When it becomes apparent that Makandal has acted too early, Ezili asks: “what is he doing here tonight? It was folly to come! He should bide his time, let his generals do his work. He can rout the slavekeepers, if only he keeps himself safe!” (318). As Ezili tries to use Mer to warn Makandal, Ogu, “that thing in Makandal’s head” (319) attacks Ezili and suddenly the female spirit is confronted with the specter of “another power; this Ogu. Yet another! Not a fractal reflection of me, but something else, new. Male” (322). The emphasis on Ogu/Makandal’s masculinity is striking here. Framed as a dangerous, aggressive impetus, Ogu proves more powerful than Ezili and prevents her from entering Makandal’s body to stop the uprising. Instead, Ezili returns to Mer, the healer, and drives her towards the great house to warn its slaves, desperate to “to save, to save” (327). Ogu, however, through the body of Makandal, pins Mer down and cuts out her tongue so as to prevent her warning the whites, an act that suggests the victory of masculine force over female care. Yet, as Ezili predicted, Makandal has acted too soon and is caught. He is burnt alive in front of his people – albeit with some ambiguity as to whether he eventually escapes in spirit form – while Ezili lives on, spreading her message of hope. 
Hopkinson can be faulted here for her stereotypical gendered association of masculinity and power versus femininity and healing. What I want to concentrate on, however, is the implied critique of black nationalist male leadership. Despite Ogu/Makandal’s attack on her, Mer still grieves for the murdered slave, pleading with both Ogu and Ezili for their help: “Ogu, why don’t you free your son? Mother, why is this happening? You gods? Where are you?” (Hopkinson 2003b, 347). Similarly, she determines that there are “so many gods. Must ask them all for help” (346), with “all” emphasizing that which was left out of Makandal’s project. His plans, Hopkinson seems to suggest, might have succeeded if both Ogu and Ezili had worked together. Or, by implication, black nationalist movements might have achieved greater success with a deeper recognition of women’s contribution. As such, this battle between the sexually fluid female Mer/Ezili and heterosexual male Makandal/Ogu, highlights those patriarchal and heterosexual principles limiting black freedom struggles, as Ezili herself acknowledges when, towards the end of the novel, she states: “I don’t fight this fight alone, do I? I can be water and anger and beauty and love, but there is also iron and fire, warfare and thunder and storm” (387). 
This argument is made overtly in a key section of the book (Hopkinson 2003b, 303-311), where Ezili is given voice to articulate her travels. She journeys through the salt tears of those women whose bodies she inhabits, evoking a transnational erotic connection between black females that nevertheless accounts for the losses and the hazards of their lives. In particular, she enters the bodies of protesting black women the world over, specifically those who are “healing the Ginen story” (305), whose “every act of love, of healing, strikes a blow to the evil we fight” (306). Interspersed with these stories of racial protest, is recognition of those figures fighting for gendered and sexual freedom. Discussing the Stonewall riots, Hopkinson describes how:
A tall, black drag queen breaks his bonds and flees free. Another six-foot black vision in sequins and glitter throws himself into the attack led by queers, faggots, transvestites, and street youth, into the victory they will call Stonewall. Black Madonna, Sylvia Rivera, and Marsha P. Johnson all teach us Ezilis more about beauty, defiance, and resistance. (2003b, 311)
 

In these passages, Hopkinson demonstrates the affiliations between differently situated activist movements, with her evocative “more” indicating the potential benefits of sharing such experience. These ideas correspond to Hopkinson’s own acknowledgement in “Many Perspectives” that she herself tends to find “there’s a little nexus of us, people who get together, and it tends to be the queer people, the people of color, the women, who understand what it’s like to be on the fringes” (1999a, 76-77). 
However, this alignment of LGBTQ activism with international forms of racial protest complicates Hopkinson’s positioning within discussions of the queer Caribbean. Donnell, for example, has pointed to how the “representational and rights-bearing discourses” of queer protest cannot always be mapped easily on to “places that have been colonized and subjected to various divisive and hierarchical identity politics” (2012, 220). Similarly, she acknowledges that:  
While discourses of gay rights based on an identitarian modeling of sexual identity may be important levers to legal reform, they are not motivated to give space to those stories of sexual relations, encounters, and behaviors that may not always be identity-forming and that do not correspond to the dominant framework of “gay liberation” and its assumed touchstones within globalized narratives, such as the coming out story. (214)

Hopkinson’s novel, however, straddles both these seemingly divergent points: she illustrates those “impossible” black female desires not accounted for within Caribbean public culture, while also suggesting that a shared language of resistance is possible between queer and racial activists worldwide.  
This globalized perspective is most obviously illustrated through Ezili and the bodily habitation she enacts. The Salt Roads does not shy away from the physical or scatological, and earth-bound descriptions of salt, flesh, blood and excretions abound. Ezili, for example, rails against the prison of Jeanne’s body, demanding: “let me be free. Free from this body and its overwhelming senses” (Hopkinson 2003b, 124). Yet, at the same time, it is through inhabiting the bodies of others worldwide that Ezili is able to connect with other women, meaning that the individual body is imbricated in moments of global solidarity. As Ezili describes:

I can direct my own pulse now. I see how to do it. I, we, rise, flow out of ebb, read the wet roads of tears, of blood, of salt, break like waves into our infinite selves, and dash into battle. (305)
It is the “tears”, “blood” and “salt” of bodies that allows a connection between different black women. Crucially, however, their “dashing into battle” is a consensual rather than unilateral process. According to Ezili, women: “summon me, and when I can, I go to them. And while I am speeding to them between the worlds, I know their lives. For a little space, I know” (132). Here, the cautious “when” and “little space” make clear that this is not an all-encompassing claim to knowledge. Rather, Ezili suggests a tentative and transient solidarity through which empathy and understanding might be generated, one in keeping with DeCaires Narain’s call for an “ethics of humility” (2012, 200), whereby one acts hand in hand with another, rather than on their behalf. This persistent interest in globalized connections can also be viewed in genre terms, for such tentative solidarity as that described by Ezili, also accords with Sandra Grayson’s (2003) claim that the few black science fiction writers that there are, often encourage the reader “to reconsider the focus on individualism [ … ] and to conceptualize a society that recognizes all nations and people as connected to a larger global community” (4). 
Finally, Hopkinson’s globalized and bodily solidarity between black females connects with Rosenau’s (2003) discussion in Distant Proximities, where he attempts to theorize the relationship between the local and the global, the individual and the community, at a moment when “what seems remote in the present era also seems close-at-hand” (3). Rosenau argues that: 

As distant developments become ever more proximate, the emergent epoch enables people to develop new, more flexible constructions of themselves. Their orientations, practices, and lives are still shaped by macro structures, but the latter are now more numerous and flexible than in the past, freeing (even forcing) people to shoulder greater autonomy and to evolve new identities and shifting allegiances. (24-25)

Rosenau’s words – “freeing (even forcing)” – echo Ezili’s often reluctant habitation of the three female characters that form the central locus of The Salt Roads. Equally, his emphasis on those “new identities” forged by distant proximities, that “greater ability on the part of individuals to shoulder multiple identities and shift back and forth among them” (2003, 32), corresponds with Hopkinson’s claim that “people from diasporic cultures” find themselves “occupying multiple overlapping identities simultaneously. Throw in identities formed around politics, gender, class, sexual preference, etc. and you have quite the stew. There is no solid ground beneath us; we shift constantly to stay in one place” (Hopkinson 1999b, 599). Countering stereotypes of black female sexuality, The Salt Roads instead brings to life those multiple identities with which black women are engaged, troubling the heteronormative and patriarchal emphasis of many black freedom struggles. Bringing issues of genre, Caribbean sexuality and black identity into focus at one and the same time, and troubling each in turn, The Salt Roads proves emblematic of Donnell’s claim that “all our beings are more than the socially recognized and affirmed identities that we claim – that who we are is always in excess of how we can be named” (2012, 231). At a time when criticism of many ex-colonial nations for their state-sanctioned and grass roots homophobia is commonplace, Hopkinson’s novel is a salutary reminder of the mutable forms of racial and sexual identity always already in existence.
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Notes


� Eshu is a deity of the Yoruba religion imported into the Caribbean. Nanny of the Maroons was a Jamaican national hero who defied British rule in the 18th century, while Anancy is a spider/trickster figure of Caribbean folklore, with origins in the Ashanti culture of Ghana. 


� Although they lie outside the main focus of this essay, the novel also includes portrayals of homosexual boy Judah (271) and male Achille, who enjoys dressing up in women’s clothes (356). 


� In a Caribbean context, similar charges have been levied against regional nationalist movements. Rosamund King (2002), for example, has discussed the “masculinist, nationalist project [ … ] [which] presumes the Caribbean man must find the way to personal and national identity, and bring ‘his’ woman along with him” (29). 


� A series of violent demonstrations by members of the gay community against police harassment, beginning June 28, 1969 in New York City, which are widely considered a founding moment in the gay liberation movement. 


� Uganda, Kenya and a number of Caribbean nations have drawn criticism from a number of quarters, with European campaigners like Peter Tatchell, in turn, coming under fire for both the racialised nature of their commentary and their failure to recognise fully culturally specific forms of non-normative sexuality (see Haritaworn, Tauquir and Erdem 2008). 
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