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Introduction: ‘Self &  Other as ‘Beauty &  Beast’

The present paper employs the fairy tale figures o f the ‘beauty’ and 
the ‘beast’ as a metaphor for how we approach the constructions o f ‘self 
and ‘other’, be it in the philosophical discourses of academia or the 
political discourses o f activist endeavours. The beauty and the beast are 
portrayed as two unified, opposing sides o f the same coin: the beauty 
gains its definition as beautiful in contrast to the beast, while the beast is 
viewed as beastly in opposition to the beauty. In essence, the two figures 
mutually constitute each other in a Hegelian dialectic characterized by its 
signature totalizability. In a similar fashion, self and other tend to be 
construed as mutually constitutive yet oppositional categories— the self 
comes to be constructed as the beauty against which the beastly other is 
construed, resulting in the dichotomy of sameness vs. difference, or us vs. 
them. In this regard, the main purpose o f the present paper is to attempt 
to hone in on the root of such a construction— that is, what foundational 
concepts constitute the framework(s) responsible for understanding self 
and other in this way. Subsequently, I ask what other ways might be 
available for us to re-imagine the relationship between self and other that 
may allow us to move beyond construing the other as beast. Moreover, 
if  the other ceases to be bestial, then must the self cease to be beautiful? 
In other words, if  we give up one side of the coin, must we also give up 
the other side— or can there be a beauty without a beast?

Part I: Un-Beautifying the Self

In the current context of rampant globalization, which largely entails 
the transnational movement of identities across borders, the binary of self 
vs. other becomes ever more pertinent. In such a context, the 
construction of self and other reaches a point o f “upheaval”, requiring re
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visitation  and, consequently, re-construction. 1 Moreover, this re
construction is not just a re-construction of “the terminology or 
metaphorical representation of subjects, but the very structure o f 
subjectivity, social relations and the social imaginary that support it.”2 
According to Rosi Braidotti in M etamorphoses: Towards a M aterialist 
Theory o f  Becoming, what this entails is a dislocation o f the positions and 
the prerogatives o f both the self and the other, rather than a mere re
construction of the position of the other in relation to the dominant self.3 
As such, I endeavour to engage in a critical analysis of relationality where 
not only the other is deconstructed, but where the analysis begins with a 
re-examination o f  the self-—specifically, with a re-examination of the 
humanist notion of the unified, totalizable self. In other words, Braidotti 
implores us to reconsider whether we can un-bestialize the other without 
also un-beautifying the self.

In Pilgrimages/Peregrinajes: Theorizing Coalition Against M ultiple 
Oppressions, Maria Lugones delves into the ahistorical assumption of 
unity, specifically in terms of our understandings of selfhood. Lugones 
argues that the presupposition of the self whose multiple parts can be 
unified into one whole “generates the fictional construction of a vantage 
point from which unified wholes, totalities, can be captured”4 and 
therefore further “generates the construction of a subject who can occupy 
such a vantage point.”5 Consequently, such an assumption or 
presupposition enables the production of the unified and oppositional, 
binary other. Lugones urges us to reject the assumption of unity and to 
consider “a different logic”, one which recognizes multiplicity as non- 
unifiable and non-totalizable; thus, one which undermines the notion of 
the unified self.6 As such, Lugones is seemingly critical of the clear-cut, 
simplistic boundedness o f the categorization process in which self and 
other come to mirror the categorical figures o f beauty and beast.

Lugones locates the conception of the unified self in the 
psychoanalytic theory of abjection, stating that the desire for, and illusory

1 Rosi Braidotti, M etam orphoses: T owards a M ateria lis t T heory o f  B ecom in g  (Malden, M A :

Blackwell Publishers Inc., 2002), 1A  ̂  ̂ ^

Oppressions (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman 8c Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2003), 128.

72



achievement of, unity is premised upon the colonial construction of the 
self that excises whatever it considers to be tainted in order to achieve 
purification and wholeness. In this respect, Lugones views both the 
tainted and the pure as fictional sides o f a false dichotomy: “T o  the extent 
that he is fictional, the tainting is fictional: seeing us as tainted depends 
on a need for purity that requires that we become ‘parts’, ‘addenda’ o f the 
bodies o f modern subjects -  Christian white bourgeois men -  and make 
their purity possible. W e become sides o f fictitious dichotomies.”7 Such 
a fictitious construction is necessary for the upholding of a boundary 
which clearly demarcates self from other in an understanding of the two 
terms as binary, oppositional, and unified.

Lugones, citing Elizabeth Spelman, argues instead for a selfhood 
where the dominant self sees “us,”8 the other, “without boomerang 
perception.”9 That is, Lugones argues for a reconception of the self 
wherein the self is not constructed narcissistically by perceiving the other 
as its oppositional referent, thereby producing  a self that is unified through 
its opposition to the other, through clear boundaries that separate the self 
from the other— the beauty from the beast. In this narrative, the self 
comes to be beautiful by excising what it finds as beastly within itself and 
projecting it onto an other that becomes the receptacle o f beastliness, 
thereby assuming the figure o f the beast. According to Lugones, a more 
ethical way o f construing the other, one that does not rely on the colonial 
construction of the other as that which is opposite and alien from the self, 
would reveal to the colonizer that he or she is many.10 A t the same time, 
however, “the self we reveal to you is also one that you are not eager to 
know, for reasons that one may conjecture. You block identification with 
that self because it is not quite consistent with your image of your self.”11 
In other words, the colonizer, in order to maintain their position of 
power, privilege, and dominance, must uphold the illusion of a unified 
and oppositional self. I f  the colonizer were to recognize themselves as 
multiplicitous and constantly in-flux, their position of power would be 
threatened into dissolution', “knowing your self in our mirror frightens you 
with losing your center, your integrity, your oneness.”12 Additionally, a
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more ethical mode of encountering the other would not only force the 
colonizer to recognize their multiplicitous, non-unified selfhood, but it 
would also force them to acknowledge that the other is also many13— that 
is, to acknowledge that the other cannot be homogenized into one 
unified, oppositional group or category, and that there are other others,14 
For these reasons, the colonizer is more apt to reject an ethical encounter 
with the other; doing so would not only require the colonizer to un- 
bestialize the other, but it would also necessitate un-beautifying the self.

Part II: Un-Bestializing the Other

The construction of self and other occurs within specific politically 
and historically situated contexts. Seyla Benhabib argues that the current 
context o f global capitalism and transient transnational mobility, which 
is characterized by the fluidity, unpredictability and opaqueness of the 
environment in which we encounter the other(s), leads to a “retreat into 
the walls of our certainties, into the markers o f the familiar. Hence 
globalization is accompanied by demands for isolationism, for 
protectionism, for raising even higher and making even sturdier the walls 
that divide us and th em !ns I f  one were to conceive o f oneself as unified 
and static, then it would make sense that the self would become 
increasingly more vulnerable to becom ing with the other(s) the more 
others there are to encounter in one’s environment, threatening to undo 
the static self s illusory presumption of unification.16 Due to the mobility 
o f bodies and cultures that accompanies transnationalism in the current 
context o f globalization, the self becomes ever more open to uncertainty 
and risk vis-a-vis its very construction as bounded selfhood. In other 
words, there is a heightened sense o f the uncertainty and risk that are 
associated with constantly un-knowing and re-knowing the self through 
increased encounters with the multiple others who are implicated in the 
self s webs o f  interlocution.17 According to Benhabib, the consequence of 
such a ‘risky’ environment is that it leads to stricter strategies for

15 Seyla Benhabib, “Sexual Difference and Collective Identities: T he New Global 

Constellation,” S igns 24 , (1999): 355 (emphasis added).
16 D onna Haraway, When Species M ee t  (Minneapolis, M N : University o f M innesota Press,

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1989). '
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demarcating and differentiating the other from the self. Thus, under the 
condition of an a priori ontology of the self understood through the 
dialectical figures o f beauty and beast, events o f permeability such as 
those exemplified by the context o f globalization invite a reactionary 
strengthening of defences to protect the boundaries of the self—i.e. to 
protect the beauty from being permeated by the beast. Returning to 
psychoanalysis, the complex nature o f this threat is that it does not simply 
emerge from the exteriority o f a beastly other coming close to and thereby 
threatening to contaminate the pure self; rather, the threat is locatable in 
the interiority of the self itself, one that has projected its own abjection 
onto a distant and alien other, and whose movement closer to the self 
threatens the self with seeing its own abjection mirrored in an other who 
can no longer be ignored across the safe distance o f borders and oceans.

Similarly, in Strange Encounters, Sara Ahmed examines the processes 
of construction— or production , as she refers to it— of the other. Ahmed 
discusses the effects of globalization and multiculturalism on the modes o f  
■production o f  the other, explaining that our proximity to the other “requires 
that we invent new ways o f telling the difference, new forms of detection, 
better practices o f surveillance.”18 Ahmed considers the spatia l aspect of 
producing the other in the context o f transnational proximity. She 
describes the other as “the outsider inside”19 and as “the alien [who] takes 
on a spatial function, establishing relations o f proximity and distance 
within the home(land).”20 Ahmed clarifies that the alien other does not 
exist prior to his or her border crossing into the homeland; rather, the 
alien other is produced  in that very process o f border crossing, to “[allow] 
the familiar to be established as the familial.”21 In fact, Ahmed asserts 
that Strange Encounters is precisely that: a book which is not about 
strangers or aliens, but one which questions the very assumption that “an 
ontology of strangers”22 actually exists, “that it is possible to simply be a 
stranger, or to fa c e  a stranger in the street.”23 Ahmed cautions us against 
taking for granted the assumption that a strange other is, ontologically; 
instead, she urges us to examine the processes by which the strange other 
comes to be as such. In other words, Ahmed does away with the a priori
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ontology of the self understood as beauty, and against which the beast 
must be identified and cast away. Instead, Ahmed shines a self- 
examining light on the processes that we engage in that are responsible 
for manufacturing the illusory portrayal o f self and other as beauty and

Ahmed highlights the role that multiculturalism  plays in the 
production of the other. In this respect, she challenges the turn that 
postmodern theory has taken from modernity’s notions o f sameness and 
totality to a pluralist acceptance, even celebration, of difference. Ahmed 
disagrees with the humanist politics o f pluralism and cultural relativism, 
stating that such conceptions o f the other support an ontology of the 
other than rests on the presumption that the other is pre-determ ined, prior 
to the encounter. According to Ahmed, such an ontology keeps invisible 
the processes by which the other is produced  in the first place. Specifically, 
she argues that the move in multiculturalism which supports the 
welcoming of the stranger and of his or her ontologized stranger-ness, 
although it no longer portrays the stranger as dangerous, “still takes for 
granted the status o f the stranger as a figure with both linguistic and 
bodily integrity,” thereby concealing the histories o f its determination.24 
Since the discourse and political environment o f multiculturalism 
contribute to the production and maintenance o f the figure of the 
stranger, Ahmed argues against the notion of loving the stranger on the 
grounds of “an ethics o f alterity,” viewing this as inadequate with respect 
to an ethical relationality.25 Thus, instead of teaching ourselves how to 
love the beast, Ahmed wants us to question how the beast came to be 
known as beast in the first place.

According to Ahmed, the detection of the strange other is a 
mechanism for the reassertion of the self, “of a most human ‘we’.”26 This 
mechanism functions by already identifying the strange other before the 
moment o f the encounter, by pre-determining what the strange other 
must look like, so as to differentiate him or her from the boundaries of 
the self. In this way, “the alien recuperates all that is beyond the human 
into the singularity o f a given form,” such that this form or figure comes 
to embody and represent all that is strange, unfamiliar and non-self.27 
Ahmed applies a Marxist analysis to such a production of the strange

24 Ibid., 4.

26 Ibid., 2.
27 Ibid.
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other as a pre-determined form or figure; she describes this other as “a 
fetish: it becomes abstracted from the relations which allow it to appear 
in the present and hence reappears no matter where we look.”28 Ahmed 
argues that one function of the figure o f the stranger which is determined 
prior to the encounter is to recuperate what is unknown about the other 
into a singular pre-known  figure so as to diffuse the fear or danger that is 
associated with the unknown. In this way, the strange other can be 
“contained within a figure we imagine we have already faced;” recalling 
Benhabib on the notions o f uncertainty and vulnerability, one can state 
that what is contained is knowable and therefore controllable, and hence

In contrast, Ahmed conceptualizes the encounter as “a meeting which 
involves surprise and conflict.”30 In doing so, Ahmed rejects the idea that 
whoever is encountered can be pre-determined and contained within the 
boundaries of a representational figure prior to the time and place of the 
encounter; thus, neither the event which characterizes the encounter, nor 
how the self is changed in the encounter, can be pre-determined. In this 
respect. Ahmed asks: “[H]ow does identity itself become instituted 
through encounters with others that surprise, that shift the boundaries of 
the familiar, o f what we assume that we know?”31 In other words, Ahmed 
recognizes that the identity o f the self is constantly made and re-made 
through the process o f encountering others. Given this, Ahmed attempts 
to differentiate between encounters in which the other is assumed prior 
to the encounter, and encounters in which the self is open to being 
surprised in its encounter with the non-pre-determined other.

By examining the socio-political environments that affect the modes 
o f  production  o f the other, namely the current context of globalization and 
transnationalism, Ahmed enables a deconstruction of the other that takes 
us beyond the presumed ontology of the ‘different’ or ‘strange’ other, of 
the other as ‘beast’. In doing so, Ahmed not only rejects the notion of a 
unified and homogenized other, but she simultaneously un-does the 
notion of a unified and pure self, o f the self as ‘beauty’. By arguing instead 
for the need to approach the other without pre-determination, but rather 
with an openness to surprise and risk in the encounter, Ahmed calls for 
a reconstruction of both self and other, specifically in terms of identity:

30 Ibid., 6.
31 Ibid., 7.
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“This book will pose the question: how can we understand the 
relationship between iden tity  and stmngerness in lived embodiment 
without creating a new ‘community o f strangers’?”32 In taking up this 
question, Ahmed urges us to consider a kind of relationality which does 
not take for granted either the self or the other, but one which is more 
open to the possibility o f becom ing w ith— that is, an eth ical relationality. 
In such a reconceptualization of identity via the encounter, what happens 
to the figures o f beauty and beast as representative o f self and other?

Ahmed, Benhabib and Lugones together take us past the notion of 
the self and the other as unified, oppositional and separable; they take us 
past the humanist construction of the self vs. other binary that is 
grounded in the dichotomy of sameness vs. difference. In this way, 
Ahmed, Benhabib and Lugones enable a construction of self and other 
that can be more ethically relational, one that does not succumb to the 
reductive and oppressive beauty and beast dialectic. Armed with an 
understanding of self and other who can encounter each other ethically, 
one can then ask: W hat is an ethical relationality? In what follows, I 
focus in more detail on what an ethical relationality entails, particularly 
in terms of identity, community, and politics.

Part III: On Ethical Encounters

I concluded Part II with Sara Ahmed's consideration of the ethical 
encounter, specifically with respect to deconstructing the other within the 
social and political context o f multiculturalism. In the following section, 
I continue this discussion by focusing on Ahmed's conceptualization of 
the ethical encounter. Ahmed refuses the effects of the multiculturalist 
environment in terms of how it affects the ethical encounter. She argues 
that when the other is pre-figured in advance o f the encounter, this 
results in the objectification o f the other, in the sense that the other 
“becomes fixed as an object and sign precisely by a refusal to get closer.”33 
For Ahmed, this refusal to get closer is “a refusal to recognize the 
multiplicity o f the [other's] subjectivity . . .  or to face that which cannot 
be assimilated into one's model o f self or other.”34 In the pluralist context 
o f multiculturalism, where the relationship between self and other is seen 
through the lens o f sameness vs. difference, the (un)ethical encounter

32 Ibid., 6 (emphasis added).

34 Ibid.
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takes on the following profile: (i) the other is contained within the closed 
boundaries o f a representational figure in order to contain the self s fear 
o f the unknown and ‘different’ or ‘strange’ other; (ii) the other occupies a 
certain place in the pluralist individual's model of self vs. other, where the 
two are read as unified, oppositional and separable; (iii) the self need not 
engage in an open or risky encounter with the other wherein which the 
self might be forced to recognize that the other is multiple and non
unified, and thus that the self itself is multiple and non-unified— coming 
to this conclusion would threaten the selfs dissolution into non
unification, and hence non-coherence.

Ahmed views such a culturally relativist approach to the encounter as 
unethical; in this respect, she asserts that “[c]ultural relativism assumes 
distance and difference in order precisely not to take responsibility for that 
distance and difference. By assuming the one already knows the 
difference, the self and other relation is held in place.”35 In other words, 
when the encounter is approached from within the model o f self vs. other, 
or sameness vs. difference, the notion of difference takes on the status of 
an ontological assumption, in which case it need not be questioned. The 
model o f self vs. other as ‘the beauty and the beast’ becomes simply the 
natural order o f things. The danger that incurs from such an assumption 
is that it results in the belief that “it is possible not to encounter those who 
are already recogn ized as strangers in the f i r s t  p la c e ” which is a paradoxical, 
if  not only absurd, idea to believe in when one is embedded in a society 
full o f ‘strangers’.36 In attempting to conceptualize the ethical encounter, 
Ahmed critiques the philosophical ethics o f Immanuel Levinas, which 
are based on the pluralist notion of protecting or preserving the otherness 
o f  the other. Ahmed questions whether preserving the otherness of the 
other is necessarily a good thing— in my own interpretation, whether or 
not it is a good thing with respect to the ethical encounter. The question 
for Ahmed then becomes: H ow  does one ethically encounter? In 
Ahmed's words, “[wjomen in different nation spaces, within a globalized 
economy of difference, cannot not encounter each other, what is at stake 
is how, rather than whether, the encounters take place.”37 I f  the dialectic 
o f beauty and beast is premised upon the self s refusing to encounter the 
other, then what is at stake in Ahmed’s refusal to refuse? Is this not an 
imposition to re-write old narratives?
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For Ahmed, the answer to this question begins with understanding 
the particularity o f the encounter not in terms of the particularity o f the 
other with whom the self is engaged in the moment o f encountering, but 
instead to locate the notion of particularity in the “modes o f  encounter 
through which others are faced.”38 By adopting this conceptual shift in 
her approach, Ahmed wants us to do away with a notion of particularity 
that locates the situatedness o f the particular encounter on the face or the 
body of the other who is encountered: “T o  name her as particular in the 
face-to-face encounter is in danger of reifying the very moment of the 
face to face: it locates the particular in a present moment (or present 
body), and hence associates the particular with the here and now.”39 By 
dislocating the encounter from the particularity o f its temporal and spatial 
locations, Ahmed is trying to turn our attention to the aspects o f the 
encounter that are not present in the present tense o f the encounter. 
According to Ahmed, there is much more to the encounter than the time 
and place of its occurrence, which she refers to as “the temporal and spatial 
dislocations that are implicated in the very possibility o f being faced by 
this other.”40 In other words, Ahmed is highlighting the question, “what 
are the conditions o f  possibility f o r  us m eetin g here and n o w f ’41

By posing this question, Ahmed urges us to be attentive to the 
broader social processes that make up the driving forces behind the 
possibility o f the encounter occurring in the first place, but which also 
appear to be invisible in the particular moment— i.e. time and place— of 
the encounter. Ahmed considers these broader social forces to be the 
genera lity  that is bound up with the particularity of the encounter; since 
the encounter is inextricably tied up with these broader processes, Ahmed 
calls for an approach to conceptualizing the ethical encounter that is 
mindful o f their effects. Locating the particularity o f the encounter in 
the mode o f  encountering  is such an approach, since it leaves the encounter 
open to recognizing the broader social processes that are implicated in it, 
instead of closing off the encounter's openness to genera lity  by locating 
its particularity in the specific other who is faced. Thus, an ethical 
encounter is one which “account[s] for the conditions o f  possibility o f being 
faced by her in such a way that she ceases to be fully present in this very 
moment o f the face to face, a non-present-ness which, at one and the

38 Ibid., 144 (emphasis added).
39 Ibid.

40 Ibid. (emphasis added).
41 Ibid., 144-145 (emphasis in original).
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same time, opens out the possibility o f facing something other than this 
other, o f something that may surprise the one who faces, and the one who 
is faced (the not yet and the elsewhere).”42 Attending to how the 
genera lity  and the particularity o f the encounter are interrelated in this 
way is important for Ahmed because it is precisely by focusing on the 
modes o f  encountering, rather than the particular other who is encountered, 
that we take one step closer toward theorizing an ethical relationality. In 
the next section, I extend Ahmed's notion of modes o f  encountering  by 
looking at Lugones’ concept of w orld -tra velin g  in order to address the 
question that Ahmed brings forth: W hat is an eth ical mode o f  
encountering?

Part IV: On ‘World-Traveling’

Maria Lugones takes on the notion of the ethical encounter in 
Pilgrimages/Peregrinajes: Theorizing Coalition Against M ultiple
Oppressions with her notion of w orld -traveling. As I have discussed 
earlier, Lugones views the self in terms of its plurality, rejecting any 
colonialist attempts at the illusion of unification or purification. In 
discussing the plural self, Lugones describes this experience as “a kind of 
ontological confusion about myself’43— i.e. because the self is non
coherent with respect to its plurality, while at the same time seeking a 
coherent narrative o f itself, then the experience o f selfhood becomes 
problematic, since the ‘I ’ o f selfhood is experienced as both singular and 
plural.44 The challenge for Lugones is then how to make sense o f this 
simultaneous singularity and plurality of the self.

As a Latina and a queer woman who is a U.S. immigrant, Lugones 
theorizes the plurality o f the self in terms of inhabiting different ‘worlds’, 
an experience which she refers to as ‘world-traveling’. This metaphor not 
only captures Lugones’ experience o f crossing physical borders, but it also 
parallels the crossings that we enact when we inhabit the different spaces 
of our plural selves. Providing an insight from her own experience of 
‘world-traveling-selfhood’, she states that “[b]eing stereotypically Latina 
and being simply Latina are different simultaneous constructions of 
persons who are part o f different ‘worlds’. One animates one or the other
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or both at the same time.”45 Similarly to Benhabib, Lugones theorizes 
the plural self s attempt at coherence through the concepts o f inhabiting 
or enacting narrative iden tity  or, in Lugones’ conceptualization, of 
inhabiting self-w orlds which allow the self to make sense o f itself. 
However, while Benhabib conceives of one coherent narrative that 
constructs the life story o f the self, Lugones is more attentive to the 
plurality o f selfhood, conceiving instead of multiple worlds or narratives, 
which may or may not intersect at any one moment in time or another, 
in the process of being fluidly inhabited or enacted by the self. This begs 
the question: Does ethical relationality come at the expense of the 
coherence o f the self? That is, does the prerequisite openness to risk and 
surprise that Ahmed advocates for limit the possibility for self-coherence, 
or does world-traveling across multiple self-worlds constitute a different 
kind of coherent narrative o f the self which does not imagine coherence 
as limited by static, pre-fixed boundaries? In other words, can the self be 
coherent beyond its conceptualization as ‘beauty’, or does the self lose any 
chance at being ‘beautiful’ outside of the dialectic o f beauty and beast?

In order to address the question of the coherence o f the world- 
traveling-self, it would be useful to first look at w hat kind o f  encounter 
Lugones’ model generates. Lugones’ take on world-traveling suggests 
that just as the self may travel across and between the self-worlds that it 
enacts in the process o f selfhood, it may also travel across and between 
the worlds o f others— specifically with respect to the ethical encounter, 
since “we have to know the other’s ‘world’ to know the other.”46 In 
attempting to construct an ethical model o f world-traveling, Lugones 
distinguishes between the agonistic traveler  and the playfu l traveler. In 
making this distinction, Lugones extends the metaphor of traveling to 
the notion of the colonizing traveler, whose act o f traveling is agonistic: 
“Their traveling is always a trying that is tied to conquest, domination, 
reduction of what they meet to their own sense of order, and erasure of 
the other ‘world’. That is what assimilation is all about. Assimilation is 
an agonistic project o f destruction of other people's ‘worlds’ [ .. .]  Given 
the agonistic attitude, one cannot travel across ‘worlds’, though one can 
kill other ‘worlds’ with it.”47 The agonistic world-traveler does not 
inhabit the other's world ethically; rather, they inhabit it in such a way as 
to consume it, to assimilate it into their own version of what this world

43 Lugones, Pilgrimages/Peregrinajes, 89.

46 Ibid., 97.
47 Ibid., 95.
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should be like. This is because the agonistic traveler approaches the 
other's world not with openness and vulnerability to surprise and 
becoming, but with an attitude of conquest. Theirs is a singular -world, 
not multiple worlds, since the singular world into which the agonistic 
traveler consumes the others’ worlds is what they believe themselves to 
be: unified, whole, pure . Lugones refuses this mode of agonistic world- 
traveling because it is incompatible with a kind of world-travel that 
promotes coalition  between all world-travelers. Hence, in my analysis, 
agonistic tra ve lin g  is considered to promote an (un)ethical relationality.

Lugones takes up Marilyn Frye's notion of arrogant perception  vs. 
lo v in g  perception  to extend her relational model o f world-traveling.48 
According to Lugones, agonistic world-traveling leads to an arrogant 
perception of the other. That is, when we fail to world-travel into the 
other’s world in an ethical manner, we fail to identify with them, since 
our mode of world-traveling leads to assimilating their world, and 
therefore to assimilating their selfhood. Because we fail to identify with 
them, we fail to love them. Lugones shares her experience o f not-loving 
her mother in this way. Lugones’ mother was an immigrant to the U.S. 
who worked as a servant, and “[i]t was clear to me that I was not supposed 
to love servants: I could abuse them without identifying with them, 
without seeing myself in them.”49 In other words, Lugones was taught 
to travel to her mother’s world agonistically, since her mother embodied 
the servant other who was meant to be assimilated into the self-world, 
rather than to be loved or identified with.

Lugones recalls this experience in order to connect the act of agonistic 
tra velin g  to her mother’s world with the broader socio-political 
environment in the U.S.: “W hen I came to the United States I learned 
that part o f racism is the internalization of the propriety o f abuse without 
identification. I learned that I could be seen as a being to be used by 
white/Anglo men and women without the possibility of identification 
[...]  They could remain untouched.”50 As discussed previously, Lugones 
argues that the colonizer's understanding of themselves requires the 
illusion of unification and purity in order to remain intact and avoid 
dissolution into multiplicity. In this section, it now becomes clear how 
the colonizer achieves the illusion of wholeness or unity— that is, by

48 Marilyn Frye, The P olitics o f  R ea lity : Essays in  F em in ist Theory  (Trumansburg, New 
York: Crossing Press, 1983).

45 Ibid., 80.
50 Ibid.
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world-traveling agonistically, perceiving the other arrogantly, dis- 
identifying with the other, and hence refusing to love the other, the 
colonizer can “remain untouched” at the cost o f abusing the other, and at 
the expense of an ethical relationality.51

Lugones comments that her failure to love her mother was in part due 
to the fact that “given what I was taught, ‘love’ could not be the right 
word for what I longed for [ .. .]  It has to be rethought, made anew.”52 
Consequently, Lugones’ aim is to approach the issue of (un)ethical 
relationality “so as to understand a loving way out of it”53 so that each 
person can exercise him- or herself in the encounter in such a way that is 
not “doomed to oppress others.”54 In theorizing a model o f world- 
traveling for the purpose of achieving an ethical relationality, this is 
precisely what Lugones accomplishes: “[OJnly then could I see at all how 
meaning could arise fully between us. W e are fully dependent on each 
other for the possibility o f being understood and without this 
understanding we are not intelligible, we do not make sense, we are not 
solid, visible, integrated; we are lacking. So traveling to each other’s 
‘worlds’ would enable us to be through loving each other.”55 Thus, 
through her conceptual model o f world-traveling, specifically -playful 
tra ve lin g  which leads to lo v in g  perception , Lugones arrives at an ethical 
relationality.

Having arrived at Lugones’ conceptualization of ethical relationality 
in the encounter with the other, one can return to the question of 
coherence that was posed previously: ‘Can the self be coherent beyond its 
conceptualization as ‘beauty’, or does the self lose any chance at being 
‘beautiful’ outside o f the dialectic o f beauty and beast?’ An examination 
of Lugones’ model makes it clear that the definition of ‘beauty’ that we 
have been working with rests on the presumption that beauty is defined 
as being pure, impenetrable, agonistic, and assimilationist. The question 
must then be re-posed: Is the ‘beauty’ vis-a-vis ‘the beauty and the beast’ 
beautiful to begin with, or have we rushed to an illusory conclusion? For, 
if  we were to take Ahmed’s and Lugones’ models of ethical relationality 
seriously, then what is beautiful must be re-defined as multiple,

^  Ibid., 82 (emphasis added).

55 Ibid., 86 (emphasis in original)
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permeable, vulnerable and, perhaps most importantly, unknowable prior 
to the surprise that is the (ethical) encounter.

Lugones’ conceptual models o f playfu l w orld -tra velin g  and lo v in g  
perception  have certain political implications in terms of identity, 
community, and coalitions. Firstly, Lugones views the recognition of the 
self s plurality as a form of resistance, since the idea o f a self with multiple 
identities that can be inhabited or enacted either separately or 
simultaneously in different times and spaces is “oppositional to the very 
logic o f subjection.”56 This is because the colonizer's position rests on the 
illusion of purity, as discussed previously, and therefore an active 
celebration and embracing of the selfs multiplicity is a form of 
empowerment and liberation which can be enacted through the 
in tentional practice o f ethical relationality. In Lugones’ own words, “[i]t 
is this intercommunalism that I see as what is revealed as necessary and 
also as possible once we stand among people and cultivate a perception 
that rejects the fragmenting/homogenizing perception of the lover of 
purity.”57 Through her notion of world-traveling, Lugones urges us to 
reject the essentialized and unified identity categories that we have been 
made to believe we singularly belong to, and that undermine each of our 
selves’ experiences as plural and multiple. I f  we affirm the illusory 
unification of our identities, we would be fueling the fire of our own 
subjection.

Lugones further calls for us to recognize that our selves, our identities 
and our histories are interconnected. There is no binary o f self vs. other. 
Referring to Robert Stam and Ella Shohat's notion of polycentric 
multiculturalism ,58 Lugones repeats that we are “active, generative 
participants at the very core o f a shared, conflictual history.”59 Lugones 
argues that recognizing that the history o f different groups o f people is 
shared and conflictual reveals that both the notions and acts o f social 
fragmentation are historical products rather than essentialized facts. The 
danger o f the seeming inherence of social fragmentation is that it results 
in isolated or bounded groups that create “a barrier to the possibility of 
heterogeneous communities.”60 Thus, Lugones’ answer is for us to resist
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38 Robert Stam and Ella Shohat, “From Eurocentrism to Polycentrism,” U nthink ing 
E urocen trism : M ulticu ltu ra lism  a n d  the M ed ia  (New York, N Y: Routledge, 1994).

85



Beauty Without a Beast?

the purity inherent in social fragmentation by actively forging impure 
communities that affirm the reality o f the multiplicity o f selfhood.

Conclusion: On How to Re-Write Old Narratives

The present paper begins by posing the question: can there be a 
beauty without a beast? More specifically, I address the issue o f whether, 
if  writing the story of the self depends on the oppositional binary o f ‘self 
and other’ as ‘beauty and beast’, un-bestializing the other automatically 
necessitates un-beautifying the self. I hope to have shown, through the 
works o f three prominent feminist political theorists on the issue of 
identity, that in order to do justice to an ethical relationality, one must 
abandon the notion of beauty as portrayed through the ‘beauty and beast’ 
dialectic. Upon examination of traditional dichotomous constructions of 
self and other through the narrative figures of the beauty and the beast, 
one finds that each figure upholds the other in a reductive and totalizing 
manner, fueled by pre-determination and the illusion of knowability. 
The pertinent question thus becomes: How does one re-write old 
narratives? Does one even bother with a re-write, or does the act o f re
writing itself commit the crime of pre-determination that Ahmed 
cautions against? Perhaps the lesson to be learned is not in re-writing 
the content of the story of the self, but in re-considering how it is that 
one approaches the act o f writing in the first place. That is, to consider 
whether, in the act o f writing the self, one approaches the act having 
already outlined the story, or whether one allows the story to unfold on 
its own accord, allowing unexpected characters to weave themselves in 
and out of the narrative, staying momentarily or staying awhile, affecting 
the storyline for a paragraph or for a chapter— but always affecting it by 
surprise. In concluding this piece, I implore you to ask yourself. In what 
ways is your pen vulnerable to the story o f your s e l f
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