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ABSTRACT 

This thesis will examine the question of how to perform the 

cultural Other in New Zealand, utilising Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe as 

the text for performance. This text provides a relevance to New Zealand 

through various similarities between the novel and this country, in 

particular articulating a paradigmatic Self/Other relationship between the 

figure of Crusoe and the primitive savages which can be employed to 

interrogate New Zealand's own colonial history. 

The inquiry into the performance of Robinson Crusoe has been the 

primary focus of a group of post-graduate students of the Theatre and 

Film Studies Department at University of Canterbury, since an initial 

performance of Robinson Crusoe in 1996. The question of how to perform 

the Other is particularised by the cultural specificity of the group, which 

is ideologically entirely pakeha. This question thus becomes a political 

issue of whether or not a pakeha group can perform a Maori Other. 

Through the question being postulated under the auspices of 

performance, the key scene from the Defoe text in which Crusoe watches 

the savages dance will provide a concrete model with which to constantly 

engage. This scene will be examined in both chapters, utilised in the first 

chapter as a means to enter into an analysis of the perception of the Other, 

and being considered in terms of theatricality in Chapter Two. 

Ultimately it would appear that to perform Otherness, or to 

perform Maori-ness, is impossible, due to the perception that every move 

a pakeha group makes towards this performance is perceived as culturally 

loaded. Nevertheless, I propose that it is a worthwhile and necessary 

endeavour to attempt such a performance of the Other, for this will at least 

raise questions rather than leave things in a state of conjecture. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis endeavours to interrogate the particularities of 

performing a text in New Zealand which requires the consideration of 

performing a cultural Other. This interrogation specifically approaches the 

perspective that the performance of the Other is to be undertaken by a cast 

which is ideologically entirely pakeha.1 The text through which the 

question of how to perform the Other will be analysed is Daniel Defoe's 

Robinson Crusoe, and the thesis will reveal how this text provides a 

specificity to the postulation of this question. Being one of the progenitors 

of colonialist literature, Robinson Crusoe articulates a paradigmatic 

Self/Other relationship, which in light of New Zealand's own colonial 

history seems conducive to examining the coloniality of this country. The 

presence of this Self/Other paradigm and its connotations to New 

Zealand serve to complicate the answering of the question of how to 

perform the Other, particularly in light of the fact that the performance 

group perceivably represents one culture, the Self of the pakeha. 

The relevance of Robinson Crusoe to New Zealand is 

multitudinous. There is the similarity between the colonial encounter of 

the fictional text and the historical encounter between Captain James Cook 

and the Maori. The fact that the Other of New Zealand and the Other of 

Defoe's novel are both attributable as cannibals is another link. Perhaps 

the greatest connection lies in New Zealand's geography, for being an 

island, or rather a set of islands, this country compares to Crusoe's Island 

of Despair. 

1 By 'ideologically' I mean that the cast are perceivable as the dominant culture, that of 
pakeha, regardless of whether or not there is any Maori blood in any member of the 
cast. Although a member of the group recognises and asserts some Maori antecedents 
in her genetic. and familial make-up, she self-identifies as pakeha more than Maori. 
Within the group she functions (and self-identifies) ideologically and visually/ 
performatively as pakeha. 
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The choice of this text above other colonial texts, notably William 

Shakespeare's The Tempest, (which might be more applicable to 

performance, being a dramatic text), is due to its exemplary nature in 

depicting a colonial encounter which is paradigmatic to all colonial 

encounters. The relationship between Crusoe and the savages or Friday 

relates more to the cultural contact and conflict of historical encounters 

than the near-otherworldliness of Prospero and Caliban. Crusoe is much 

more the representative figure for coloniaHsm than Prospero, for Crusoe is 

a common man who colonises through mercantilist and missionising 

principles as opposed to the magician which Prospero is.2 

Although the issue of performing the Other in New Zealand lies at 

the heart of the thesis, an analysis of how the Other is perceived is also an 

integral part of the inquiry, for perceptions and conceptions of the Other 

are elements which are constituent to performing the Other. Therefore, 

before the intricacies of the question of how to perform the Other are 

directly confronted, I wish to begin my analysis by focussing on the 

Self/ Other dichotomy and the contingent questions of how the Other is 

perceived and signified. This analysis will encompass a general 

perspective elicited from the text and a specific perspective based on its 

relevance to New Zealand. 

The inquiry in Chapter One into the history of how the Other has 

been perceived in colonial encounters will be carried out through a textual 

analysis of Defoe's Robinson Crusoe. The text will be seen as a contributing 

force to colonial Europe's perception of the Other, being a literary model 

which exemplifies historical colonial encounters between European Selves 

2 This idea is inspired by Trinidadian writer Derek Walcott, who makes a case for Crusoe 
against Prospero; "Crusoe is no lord of magic, duke, prince. He does not possess the 
island he inhabits. He is alone, he is a craftsman, his beginnings are humble. He acts, 
not by authority, but by conscience". (Walcott quoted from Bridget Tones, '"With 
Crusoe the slave and Friday the boss': Derek Walcott's Pantomime", inLieve Spaas and 
Brian Stimpson(eds.), Robinson Crusoe: Myths and Metamorphoses. London, MacMillan 
Press, 1996, p225-238). 
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and 'savage' Others. The insights into the European colonialist perception 

of the Other and the Self/Other relationship which are elicited by a 

reading of this text are important when taking into consideration the fact 

that this text is the one used for performance. European perceptions of the 

Self/Other dichotomy will thereby be implicitly involved in addressing 

the questions of Self/ Other and how to perform this with regards to 

Defoe's text in a New Zealand context. 

I also wish to highlight the Crusoe/savage relationship as a 

literary exemplification of historical instances of similar colonial 

encounters. Two historical encounters of specific interest are that · of 

Columbus in the New World and Cook encountering the Maori. 

The reason these two encounters stand out is that they 

interconnect in ways crucial to the development of this thesis. For a start, 

Columbus's encounters with the natives of the New World can be 

understood as the beginning of the modern conception of the Other. The 

history of the West's conception of the Other and its ways of Othering the 

Other are provided at this key moment in history. It is Columbus's 

discovery and the subsequent incursions into these newfound lands and 

the writings which these journeys produced from which Defoe without a 

doubt derived his own conceptions for constructing his novel. Cook's 

encounter brings the issue of Self/Other into New Zealand, providing an 

historical perspective which can be seen as comparable to Columbus's 

encounter, and a part of the colonialist lineage which Columbus started in 

1492. The relevance of this colonial encounter in New Zealand is 

strengthened by the connection between Robinson Crusoe and New 

Zealand, not simply through the fact that it is Defoe's novel which is the 

focus for the question of how to perform the Other in this country, but also 

through the similarities of the colonial encounters in both. And what links 

all three together is the fact that cannibalism is the key trope which 
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separates the supposed practitioners of the ritual (the 

'natives' /'primitives' /'savages') from those who find it 'barbaric' (the 

Europeans). 

Some key concerns which lie at the heart of the problematic of 

performing the Other in New Zealand which are immanent in Defoe's 

novel will be introduced through showing the links to New Zealand 

Through the themes of isolation, being on an island which is constructed 

to resemble a 'home' island (Britain), and a constant wish to escape not just 

one's physical environs but also one's identity, Robinson Crusoe offers an 

opportunity for a pakeha cast to critically interrogate the precariousness of 

pakeha identity, struggling to define itself at the bottom of the world. At 

the same time the novel compels an examination into race relations in 

New Zealand. The co-existence of these two important critical trajectories 

for a New Zealand performance of Robinson Crusoe proves to be 

conflictive. The first is a means to describe the limbo state which New 

Zealand is in and which affects the identity of the nation. New Zealand is 

a nation which is attached to the outside world, particularly through links 

to the British Commonwealth, yet it is also profoundly invisible in relation 

to the world, a tiny nation so much to one side on the globe that it is 

occasionally omitted from the world map. The second is a means to see 

pakeha identity as an identity constructed upon being the coloniser in a 

nation founded on the conflict between two cultures. 

This analysis of New Zealand's national identity and how it 

relates to Robinson Crusoe may appear to deviate from the central topic of 

how to perform dancing savages. However, I believe that the information 

that a transposition of Robinson Crusoe into New Zealand in terms of 

national identity has an influential bearing upon the question of how to 

perform the Other, because the performance of Robinson Crusoe by a group 

of pakeha offers not only an examination of our role as coloniser, but also 
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an opportunity perform an examination upon our own identities. Thus, 

there is the probability of two Selves co-existing in the same production

the Self in relation to the Other, and the Self in relation to its environment 

and its (dis)connection to the world. The interrogation of national identity 

and the interrogation of the relationship between two cultures within New 

Zealand are both imperative, yet there is an incommensurability between 

these two interrogations. If the performance entails a predominance of 

discovering and revealing aspects of one's self-identity through the guise 

of a performed Self which explores national identity, then this 

problematises the performance of the Other because the Self/Other -

coloniser / colonised paradigm which would induce a distinction between 

the position of Self and Other becomes clouded with concerns of identity. 

These concerns relating specifically to New Zealand will segue 

into Chapter Two's discussion of the performance of the Other. As with 

Chapter One, the second chapter will begin by looking at the paradigmatic 

scene from the novel in which Crusoe sees the savages dancing. Whereas 

in Chapter One this scene was employed as a preamble to enter into the 

discussion of how the Other culture is viewed by the colonialist, in Chapter 

Two it is the predominant focus for exploring the theatrical means to 

present the Other in performance and what the cultural-political 

ramifications of the performances may be. 

By returning to this scene I will focus on the performative 

elements which are described in the text, but more importantly I will 

examine those elements which are missing from the text. The combination 

of both examinations is to amass a substantial picture of what the scene 

could look like and what it could mean, in order to imagine the ways in 

which this picture could be realised theatrically. 

In focussing on the ways in which to perform the Other, 

experiences drawn from the 1996 production Robinson Crusoe. Or; I That 
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Was Born To Be My Own Destroyer will be analysed, to allow for 

perspectives which are concrete and not just speculative.3 

The performance of the Other in a New Zealand context inscribes 

that Other as Maori. What will often occur throughout Chapter Two is a 

consideration of how each performative suggestion can be read in 

reference to Maori culture. Because the Maori is perceivable as the Other 

to the pakeha Self, especially when such a thing is connoted from the 

Self/Other dichotomy present in Robinson Crusoe , the consideration of 

how to perform the Other as a Maori Other is crucial. 

A brief exploration into how the Other was presented in the stage 

versions of Robinson Crusoe in pantomime and in opera will also be 

employed as a material to contrast with the other possible manifestations 

of the Other. This chapter will also look at the possibility that intercultural 

theatre theory could provide a useful methodology translate into a New 

Zealand context and give useful information for performing the Other. 

The particular theorist which will provide the example for intercultural 

theatre theory is Eugenio Barba, whose work in Theatre Anthropology can 

be recognised as arguably the most successful and least appropriative 

intercultural methodology. need more - Barba 

What will ultimately be revealed through this interrogation is the 

immense difficulty a pakeha group has in performing the Other. By rights 

we should have the capability to actively investigate and critique our own 

culture and identity through performing Robinson Crusoe. However, the 

nature of the text implies that we also must consider the Other culture of 

Maori, and such a consideration is justifiable, for pakeha identity is reliant 

on its relationship with Maori identity, and vice versa. To interrogate 

pakeha identity without recourse to acknowledging Maori identity seems 

3 P. F. S. Falkenberg (director), Robinson Crusoe. Or; I That Was Born To Be My Own 
Destroyer. Adapted from the novel by Daniel Defoe by Peter Falkenberg. Free Theatre, 
Christchurch, 6-16 November 1996. 
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failure to engage with the opportunity presented by a text such as 

Robinson Crusoe to fully examine the colonial situation of New Zealand. 

However, for pakeha to perform Maori as Other runs the constant risk of 

being perceived as appropriative, derogatory, or a perversion. It may well 

be that pakeha cannot perform Maori-ness. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

PERCEPTION OF THE OTHER 

"So little do we see before us in the world ... "1 

During his twenty-third year after being shipwrecked on his 

island Robinson Crusoe finally encounters the savages he has feared for 

eight years. Since seeing a single footprint Crusoe has believed, without 

further evidence, that the print marks the presence of savages. Crusoe's 

assumption that the major distinguishing trait of savages is cannibalism 

so colours his perceptions that everything he sees when encountering 

signs or the actual presence of the Other satisfies that expectation, 

including the horrific discovery of what he believes can only be the 

human remains from a cannibalistic feast. By the time Crusoe witnesses 

the savages dancing his fears and miscognitions have developed and 

become so real to him, he only sees what he already believed regardless of 

what actually happens. 

It is this moment in the narrative-when Crusoe, from the safety 

of a hilltop and after eight years of nightmares, finally sees the savages 

and watches them dance-which articulates and generates the ideas and 

concepts of this thesis. Crusoe's revelatory moment may be understood as 

representing in particular the relationship of Self to Other and the power 

relationships of cultural contact and conflict. It also signifies the history of 

political dominance of Western cultures over non-Western cultures 

through Crusoe's privileged view of the Other, and thus represents his 

power to imagine, construct and represent the Other. In this respect, the 

1 Daniel Defoe. The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, (Oxford and 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1972), 252. 
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moment represents Crusoe's Western culture's inability to "see" the Other 

culture for what it is, only seeing what it expects to see. It represents how 

a Western culture constructs a concept of Self when confronted and 

threatened by the cultural Other. The unprecedented arrival of the 

dancers also indicates his boundedness and the savages' 

boundarylessness because Crusoe's conception of Self is bounded by the 

island whereas the savage Others are boundaryless and transmigrate from 

island to mainland (and perhaps to other islands as well) whenever they 

please. 

Since the text, and therefore this scene, are considered in terms in 

terms of theatre, then it is also important to recognise the performativity 

inherent in this scene as a crucial aspect to the paradigmatic nature of the 

scene. The colonial encounter between Self and Other can be translated 

into a theatrical metaphor, with the colonialist Self being the spectator to 

the performance which the primitive Other is staging. This scene can thus 

be perceived as a representational moment of ethnographic performance, 

with the ethnographer as the colonialist Self spectator watching and 

writing about the performance of the indigenous Other performer. Thus, 

the moment in which Crusoe watches the savages dance can be seen to 

articulate several interrelated concerns; as such, the text provides a 

moment rich with cultural meanings to be .explored. 

Before discussing the problems and possibilities of performing a 

cultural Other, I wish to analyse the perception of the Other manifested in 

Defoe's Robinson Crusoe. Much has been written about Defoe's Crusoe 

character as the embodiment of colonialist and capitalist Europe, and 

more broadly of all that asserts dominance over 'uncivilised' Others for 

economic gain and a sense of cultural superiority. Crusoe's inability to see 

beyond his preconceived expectations raises an issue relevant to Western 

cultures at large: when we see another culture do we really see them, or 
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do we see what we expect to see? Close textual reading of the novel 

reveals that Daniel Defoe has constructed a scene in which Crusoe's 

colonialist perception of the Other culture is not premised on experience 

or detailed knowledge of their cultural practices but on preconceived 

notions of what that culture does, what these Others are like, and what 

their customs and practices mean. 

In discussing the Self-Other dichotomy this analysis focuses upon 

Crusoe's perception of the savages and especially how cannibalism is 

used as a means to define Crusoe's Self through opposition to the savage 

Others. In terms of the history of confrontation of Europeans or Western 

'civilised' worlds with non-Western 'uncivilised' worlds, cannibalism has 

been used as a trope to differentiate 'us' from 'them' and to justify the 

domination of these uncivilised cultures. Cannibalism crystallises the 

discursive cross-currents which indicate how the dancing Other is 

(mis)perceived by Crusoe's colonialist Self. In using the trope of 

cannibalism to analyse the perception of the Other, it also must be kept in 

mind that this trope is being analysed• because of its connections to 

performance. Not only is cannibalism something which is often set out in 

a ritual format and thus imbued with performativity, but cannibalism as a 

metaphor can be a means to describe the performative process, with the 

actor absorbing ( cannibalising) the role to be performed into the Self. As a 

metaphor, cannibalism can also be ascribed to the colonising process of 

the Western Self viewing the primitive Other, the gaze of the Self being 

read as appropriative and therefore cannibalistic.2 

2 This idea of the Self's gaze as cannibalistic derives from concepts which describe the 
commensurability between the primitive Other's cannibalism and the colonising 
process of the colonialist Self; the Self recognises itself within the savagery of the 
Other. "[T]here is a hidden affinity between this unspeakable savagery and the 
uniformed warfare of modem nations" (Frank Lestringant. Cannibals: The Discovery and 
Representation of the Cannibal from Columbus to Jules Verne, (trans. Rosemary Morris), 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1997), p172). For a 
discussion on Western colonisation as cannibalistic see Deborah Root. Cannibal Culture: 
Art, Appropriation, and the Commodification of Difference. (Boulder: Colorado, Westview 
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These textual moments of Robinson Crusoe observing the savages 

can be compared to the historic moments of 'first contact' between 

Christopher Columbus and the Caribs, or that between James Cook and 

the Maori. What threads the three events together is the moments' trope 

of cannibalism. Columbus's encounter with the Caribs is the initiating 

moment of modern history's trajectory in differentiating the Western Self 

from the 'uncivilised' Other, and it is through Columbus that the word, 

and the notion, 'cannibal' was introduced into the modern lexicon of 

Othering. Philip Boucher outlines how the inaugural colonialist moment 

of Columbus's contact with the Carib Indians established ties between the 

use of cannibalism as a mode of Othering by Europeans, and the 

engendering of this Othering as a means to justify the intention to colonise 

these Others and their lands; 

What is clear about the issue of cannibalism is 
that, starting with Columbus and the Spaniards, 
Europeans levelled grossly distorted charges of man
ea ting against potentially enslavable peoples who 
ferociously resisted incursions into their island 
homelands. Whatever the reality of Island Carib practices, 
Europeans created the myth of Caribs as ferocious, 
insatiable cannibals. As with some other peoples who 
resisted European incursions, Caribs found themselves 
saddled with this indictment.3 

What this quote also realises is the differentiation between the 

myth of cannibalism and the possible reality of actual ritual practice. The 

scene where Crusoe sees the savages dancing descends entirely from this 

myth of the Other. 

James Cook's encounter with the Maori is a repetition of the first 

contacts between Christopher Columbus and the Caribs; Robinson Crusoe 

Press, 1996). 
3 Philip P. Boucher, Cannibal Encounters: Europeans and the Island Caribs, 1492-1763, 

(Baltimore and London: John Hopkins University Press, 1992), 7. 
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and James Cook are related as 'descendants' of Columbus, each 

encountering a new Other with a pre-conceived idea of what Otherness is. 

The relationship of James Cook to Robinson Crusoe and 

Christopher Columbus also serves to connect New Zealand to the analysis 

of the perception of the Other. The history of New Zealand's foundation 

parallels developments of Self-Other relationships in Robinson Crusoe. The 

relations between Europeans and Maori in the first contacts between the 

two cultures has formed an historical basis from which notions of national 

identity can be extracted. Thus the similarity between Cook and Crusoe 

and their respective encounters with an Other makes it possible to 

theorise conjoint concerns of self-identity as a reflection of national 

identity within the story of Crusoe's encountering the Other. 

[P]ulling out my Perspective Glass, which I had 
taken on Purpose, I laid me down flat on my Belly, on the 
Ground, and began to look for the Place; I presently found 
that there was no less than nine naked Savages, sitting 
round a small Fire, they had made, not to warm them; for 
they had no need of that, the Weather being extreme hot; 
but as I suppos'd; to dress some of their barbarous Diet, of 
humane Flesh, which they had brought with them, 
whether alive or dead I could not know.4 

Crusoe's account bears little resemblance to an ethnographic 

description, and owes more to the emotionally charged reportage of the 

colonialist, who observes these Others not to document their specific 

cultural details but to acknowledge and perpetuate their Otherness. 

Crusoe's documentation of events is nothing more than a bare sketch of 

the sights seen, but as a representation of colonialism his description can 

only be an emotionally charged stereotype. 

To wish, however, that the character of Crusoe was an 

ethnographer so that the reader could get an embellished and detailed 

4 Defoe, 182. 
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objective description of what was seen obfuscates the colonising power 

which the ethnographer holds. To believe that one is viewing with 

absolute objectivity - viewing another culture neutrally - is an 

impossibility. To view another culture 'neutrally' would entail believing 

that one is describing with truthful clarity the intricacies of practices 

belonging to another culture because one is either consciously disallowing 

personal prejudice to enter into the work or one is genuinely sympathetic 

to the idea of allowing other cultures to be heard and seen as they really 

are. Such neutrality is non-existent, because one's culture is always going 

to have some bearing on how another culture is to be perceived; "It is 

necessary ... for a research worker to be as unbiased as possible insofar as 

he is aware of his assumptions, but we often take our culture's more basic 

assumptions so much for granted that we are not even aware of them."5 

The Other will still be Othered, and a believe in absolute objectivity 

ignores the non-neutrality of observation and documentation. 6 Thus 

whether the scene is described with ethnographic detail or by the barest of 

sketches still entails the same thing - the disempowerment of the viewed 

culture through being circumscribed by another culture. That Crusoe's 

account befits the latter type of description highlights the representation 

of this scene as the stereotypical imagining of the fevered colonialist 

psyche. 

Is this first encounter with the savages a glimpse at a scene which 

is a symbolic ritual, or is it a simple feast? What is the difference? The 

5 Roy Wagner, The Invention of Culture (revised ed.), (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1981), 2. 

6 The recent phenomenon of reflexivity in anthropology takes the influence of the 
position of the ethnographer/ anthropologist into account. Texts which broach this 
reflexive strain of anthropology include James Clifford and George 
Marcus(eds.), Writing Culture, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986): Johannes 
Fabian. Time and the Other; How Anthropology Makes its Object, (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1983); Judith Okely and Helen Callaway (eds.), Anthropology and 
Autobiography. (London and New York: Routledge, 1992); James Clifford, The 
Predicament of Culture, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988). 
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connotations of a feast are that the meal is enacted out of pleasure for 

eating (human flesh). A feast can be observed as being ritualistic, but 

ultimately it is connotations of rampant gustative delight which is of 

primary importance in this definition. The connotations of ritual convey 

levels of symbolism and ceremony to be observed which go beyond mere 

dietary needs. Crusoe perceives these proceedings merely as a feast, a 

meal purely for the sake of consuming flesh, and cannot see the possibility 

of its ritual aspects. 

The reason I wish to focus on the issue of cannibalism in Defoe's 

text is that is that it links several key themes of this thesis. In the novel 

cannibalism is inseparable from performance for the moments when the 

savages dance are the moments were they are apparently feasting on 

human flesh. By contrast, the performance of being European - by the 

savage whom Crusoe rescues from being eaten and whom he names 

"Friday" - is that of an ex-cannibal. The implication here is two-fold. 

First of alt in the only two types of performance perceivable in the text -

the dance of the savages and Friday's performance of European-ness - it 

is the savage who performs. Crusoe is shown to be unable to perform. 

Secondly, cannibalism, or rather eating is part of these performances. 

When Friday was a savage he would have participated in cannibal rituals. 

When he becomes Crusoe's servant, his performance of European-ness 

includes having to ignore his cultural instincts and 'perform' the European 

ritual of eating, sopping his bread in his milk as Crusoe does, or having to 

eat animal rather than human flesh. 

A similar judgment can be made of another trope of Othering, 

that of nudity. Bernard McGrane·puts it best in describing the distinction 

between Self and Other through nudity; "For Crusoe the savages are 

naked and he is clothed, they are naked and he is armed with a gun, they 
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are naked and he wears Christianity in his soul. "7 Although nudity is 

perhaps a daily cultural norm for Friday as a savage, to a colonialist such 

as Crusoe nudity has a recognisable place in performance, often 

horrifying the colonialist with what he believes is sexually provocative 

movements which come about because of their naked 'wildness'. When 

Friday performs European-ness, he is dressed up in costume of a 

European, in order to be convincing in his performance. 

While the subject of the relationship between Crusoe and Friday 

is still fresh, I would like to highlight a point pertaining to the potential 

deeper reading of their relationship. The criticism of Crusoe's interactions 

with Friday can be extended beyond the paternalistic monopoly of 

discourse: Crusoe dominates Friday not only in his writing (as well as 

through his political and cultural assumptions) but it is also conceivable 

that Crusoe asserts his power over Friday physically. Because Crusoe's 

narration is one-sided it is not impossible that rather than benevolent he is 

instead a cruel tyrant who regularly beats Friday. It is possible to look 

between the lines of what is written and perceive a different type of 

interaction between the figures of Friday and Crusoe. For example, when 

Crusoe believes Friday is making signs to dig up the recently killed Carib 

captors, Crusoe relates to us that he appeared angry to Friday at this 

suggestion, and "express'd my Abhorrence of it, made as if I would vomit 

at the Thoughts of it, and beckon'd with my Hand to him to come away, 

which he did immediately, with great Submission."8 Crusoe's abhorrence 

perhaps manifests itself in his beating Friday for suggesting such a thing 

as cannibalism (perhaps Crusoe misunderstood the gesture). Friday's 

"great submission" is that of someone fearful for his life and full of 

apprehension at being struck by the easily-provoked Crusoe. If we can 

7 Bernard McGrane, Bet;ond Anthropology - Society and the Other, (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1989), 51. 

8 Defoe, 206-7. 
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imagine this type of relationship in the moment when Friday and Crusoe 

converse about Friday's nation and their habit of killing and eating their 

enemies, then we can see a domineering Crusoe who consistently 

misreads the signs and information of the Other's culture because of his 

need to believe in the Friday's savagery. Equally, we can see a Friday 

steadily beaten into immediate submission who has learnt the way to 

successfully interact with this despot. Friday becomes subservient and 

acquiescent because it is necessary for his survival. The reason for 

mentioning this is to show what is revealed through reading between the 

lines. By being the only voice in the novel, Crusoe is gifted the power to 

speak for the Other, therefore indicating that Friday has no power of 

speech. What we learn of him, and the savages, in the novel is through the 

perception of Crusoe.9 What is shown here is that the bias of only having 

Crusoe's colonialist perspective in the novel proves that it is worthwhile 

to look deeper into what is written in order to see what is not described. 

Discursively the Caribbean is a special place, 
partly because of its primacy in the encounter between 
Europe and America, civilisation and savagery, and partly 
because it has been seen as the location, physically and 
etymologically, of the practice that, more than any other, 
is the mark of unregenerate savagery - cannibalism. 
'Cannibalism'... is the special, perhaps even defining, 
feature of the discourse of colonialism as it pertained to 
the native Caribbean.lo 

For a moment I wish to digress from considerations of perception 

of the Other in Robinson Crusoe and turn briefly to the originating moment 

of the contact with the Other, which began with Columbus's incursion 

9 Fridays lack of speech is literalised in J. M. Coetzee's rewriting of the Crusoe myth, Foe 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1987). The Friday of this update has no tongue. It is 
uncertain how the tongue was lost, and this uncertainty leaves room for conjecturing 
the possibility that Crusoe cut it out, therefore physicalising the act of Crusoe taking 
the speech of the Other. 

10 Peter Hulme, Colonial Encounters: Europe and the native Caribbean, 1492-1797, (London: 
Methuen, 1986), 3. 
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into the Caribbean. This digression will serve to provide an historical 

foundation to the analysis of the perception of the Other in Defoe's novel, 

revealing the colonialist connection between this moment in modern 

history and the fictional text through the reiteration of tropes such as 

nudity, devilishness, and cannibalism. 

The particular Other referred to in relation to Columbus, out of 

the many indigenous peoples he encountered in the Caribbean and the 

Americas, are the Carib Indians. To focus on the Caribs provides an 

historical precedent for Crusoe's savages, for it is commonly accepted in 

writings on Robinson Crusoe that the savages in the novel are based on the 

Carib Indians. 

Philip Boucher, in writing about the images and realities of 

European relations to the Island Caribs for the first three centuries after 

Columbus' first contact with them, notes; "The Island Caribs' refusal to 

accept religious and political - but not economic - hegemonization 

certainly prolonged their existence as an autonomous people."11 Their 

resistance also meant being a nuisance to the Europeans who wished for 

acquiescence of the indigenous peoples in order to successfully colonise 

the New World. Thus, the resistance of the Caribs earned them the 

unfounded reputation amongst Europeans of being fiercely savage. 

Boucher points out that Europe's educated elite did not consider the 

Caribs to be the "basest of all savages" simply because they were 

cannibals but instead judged them thus because of their "fierce resistance 

to European conquest and enslavement."12 This colonialist point of view is 

mirrored by the figure of Crusoe for, as E. Pearlman articulates in an 

11 Boucher, 8. The same applies to the Maori; resisting religious conversion, but freely 
trading with the Europeans for guns and other goods used for their own means. See 
Keith Sinclair, A History of New Zealand (fourth ed.), (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991), 
for a brief description on this matter. 

12 Boucher, 10. 
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article on Crusoe's relationship to the cannibals, the savages pose a threat 

to Crusoe because they "refuse to submit to Crusoe's authority."13 

Tropes of nudity and relations with the devil which Defoe utilised 

as signifiers of Otherness appear to stern from this New World encounter 

between Europeans and native Caribbeans. "The aborigines' near 

nakedness stood in stark contrast to the heavy European clothing of that 

era and perhaps disquieted people accustomed to the interrelationship of 

social hierarchy and sartorial display" .14 Boucher's comments go some 

way to explaining why Crusoe sees the need to comment (if only in 

passing) upon the nakedness of the savages. 

The Caribs' use of roucou, a dye, to protect themselves against 

insects and the sun gave their skins a reddish colour; for the European 

newcomers, however, images of the devil are conjured up, and the devil 

and hellish evil is conflated with 'savagery'. 15 Further to this, Boucher 

mentions how European Christians saw the Carib 'savages' as "the 

playthings of Satan."16 They were an example of "man's depravity 

unredeemed by Christ's grace."17 

The European construction of Carib identity which Boucher 

reports and discusses also relates to the etymology of the word 'cannibal'. 

As with many indigenous cultures, the name by which we know the 

people 'discovered' by Columbus was not that by which they designated 

themselves. 'Caribs' called themselves Kallinago or Kalipuna, and the 

word 'Carib' meant 'brave warrior' or 'bitter manioc eater' to the 

Spaniards who named them. In this manner, the Spaniard explorers 

applied Eurocentric cultural observations to the Carib peoples and with 

13 E. Pearlman. "Robinson Crusoe and the Cannibals", Mosaic: A Journal for the Inter-
disciplinary Study of Literature, 10: 1, 1976, p39-55, ·42, 

14 Boucher, 9. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Boucher, 20. 
17 Ibid. 
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them a certain array of perceived values was understood, articulating the 

Carib's presumed or observed customs and inscribing these values in the 

group's very name. As a variant of the word 'Carib' was 'Caniba', and as 

the practice of man-eating was, in the eyes of the European synonymous 

with the Caribs, then the word 'cannibal' soon became commonly used to 

describe these people.18 

The "Letter of Columbus" was the first information on contact 

with the so-called New World to be widely disseminated throughout 

Europe. In the "Letter" Columbus mentions that he has not yet found any 

'monstrosities'; it seems there were expectations that some would be 

encountered. However, Columbus instead dwells upon a monstrosity 

already pre-eminent in the repertory of medieval monsters: the 

Anthropophagi, or man-eaters. It is in this letter that the first association 

between 'Carib' and eating human flesh occurs: 

Thus I have found no monsters, no report of any, 
except of an island which is Carib, which is the second at 
the entrance into the Indies, which is inhabited by people 
who are regarded in all the islands as very ferocious, [and] 
who eat human flesh.19 

When Columbus was informed of the existence of man-eaters 

somewhere else in the Indies, did he hear the report correctly? He would 

have been interacting with people who knew nothing of his language. If 

communication was non-verbal and transmitted through signs or other 

means, could Columbus trust the information received from the 

indigenous peoples? The same question is applicable to Crusoe's first 

interaction with Friday. In the novel Friday states that his people do eat 

18 As described so often in texts on Caribs and cannibalism; see Boucher; Hulme; and 
Peter Hulme and Neil L. Whitehead (eds.), Wild Majesty: Encounters with Caribs from 
Columbus to the Present Day, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992). 

19 Letter, in Hulme/Whitehead, 15. 
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their enemies; "my Nation eat Mans too, eat all up."20 However, the reader 

learns this through Crusoe's recounting the tale later in life; questions of 

fallibility of memory or retelling aspects in a manner calculated to be 

more palatable for his European audience's sensibilities arise. More 

pointedly, Friday only 'speaks' through Crusoe and not from himself; 

Crusoe's story is written from one person with a preconceived set of 

expectations which colours his interaction with this Other and which 

creates for this Other an identity which is wholly misrepresentative. 

However, perhaps Columbus did hear the Bahamian islanders 

correctly when they talked of man-eaters to the south and to the east. In 

his Journal (1492-3), Columbus mentions the reactions of the islanders on 

his boat as they approached Espanola, or Bohio as the Bahamians called it. 

They appeared to become very frightened and mentioned that the 

"canibales" came from there. At the same time these islanders also 

described a people with only one eye in their forehead who also live on 

this island. However, no such people were ever discovered there: if the 

Bahamians believed in a people that did not exist, it is also possible that 

the "canibales" of the same story did not exist either. Columbus reasons in 

the Journal that if some Bahamian islanders were captured but never 

released then this might explain in part the assumption that their bodies 

have been eaten. As Peter Hulme suggests, a similar mythologising of the 

observable phenomena has occurred so that like Crusoe's dominating 

narratives of Friday, Columbus also wielded considerable power to tell 

the tale in his Journal, both from the perspective of exclusive viewpoint 

and as a European Self constructing the imagined Other. 

Columbus's 'record', far from being an observation 
that those people called 'canibales' ate other people, is a 
report of other people's words; moreover, words spoken 

20 Defoe, 214. 
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in a language of which he had no prior knowledge and, at 
best, six weeks' practice in trying to understand.21 

Ultimately, the notion of 'cannibalism' describes the fantasies and 

imaginings of the European colonialist, rather than analysing the ritual of 

consuming an enemy's flesh. European thought pictured the Caribs as 

consuming human flesh as a staple of their diet. As Markman Ellis points 

out, this is statistically improbable for if each person ate only five people a 

year, the local population would decline by five/ sixths every year.22 

Speaking about his Carib ancestors in 1990, a chief of the very small 

number of surviving Caribs which inhabit the island of Dominica 

concedes that in ancient warrior tradition an enemy slain in war may be 

cut and parts of him eaten, but that this is different to ravenously 

devouring human beings on a large scale as the Europeans imagined.23 

European colonisers used the term 'cannibalism' not only to 

justify their intended domination of these newly discovered peoples but 

also to position themselves as diametrically opposite them in cultural 

terms. Further, the term was appropriated after the sixteenth century 

French essayist Michel de Montaigne so that rather than indicating a 

particular cultural identity the term became used to allegorically describe 

practices and conditions within contemporary European civilisation 

otherwise unrelated to the Carib way. of life. "Everything became 

cannibalistic: politics, society, interest on loans, matrimonial law, the 

relationships between fathers and children, masters and pupils."24 

Thus the power to name with the concept "cannibalism" is taken 

from those who originated the term, the Caribs. The generalisation and 

21 Hulme, 17. 
22 Markman Ellis, "Crusoe, Cannibalism, and Empire", in Lieve Spaas and Brian Stimpson 

(eds.), Robinson Cnisoe; Myths and Metamorphoses, (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan 
Press, 1996), 49. 

23 Hulme/Whitehead, 350. 
24 Lestringant, 8. 
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allegorisation of the term "runs the risk of losing sight of the reality, 

underestimating it, or worse still, denying it."25 Since the term came from, 

and is initially attributed to, the indigenous peoples 'discovered in the 

'New World', the application the term outside its original paradigm 

functions to remove the power of interrogating the original uses of the 

term. The 'taken for granted-ness' of the word stems from this generalised 

application, ignoring the actualities of cannibalistic practices, so that the 

fundamental meanings of the term become unsettled and disempowered. 

As French scholar Frank Lestringant points out, this generalisation of the 

term "might imply that cannibalism exists only as a figure of speech."26 

Lestringant makes a point that even noted anthropologist Rene Girard is 

guilty of this universalising misappropriation when Girard writes that the 

cannibalism ritual of the Brazilian tribe of Tupinamba Indians is an 

example of the "universal" notion of scapegoat. Lestringant states that 

Girard's "attempt to discover a universal - in this case 'the unity of all 

rites' - threatens to lose sight of what is specific about the eating of 

human flesh." 27 

Theophagy, the consumption of Christ's body through the 

Eucharist, "is the religious substratum of anthropophagy."28 Theophagy 

reflects in part the contradiction of cannibalism: the practice is both 

unacceptable and comprehensible. Cannibalism is unacceptable from the 

perspective of Christian doctrine, which would have it that there is no 

need for further sacrificial anthropophagy for Christ has redeemed us 

people through his sacrificial act of offering his body. The heretical 

substitution of a human body for the Holy Eucharist shakes the very 

25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. For Girard's use of Tupinamba cannibal ritual as an example for his theory of the 

scapegoat see Rene Girard, Violence and the Sacred, (trans. P. Gregory), (Baltimore: John 
Hopkins University Press, 1977). 

28 Lestringant, 9. 
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foundations of Christianity's assumptions of Christ's holy exceptionalism. 

However the ritualistic and spiritual similarities between the Eucharist 

and the sacrificial rites of the New World render cannibalistic rites 

comprehensible. Thus the first voyagers to the New World when 

confronted with these rites considered them to be "[a]n inferior and 

distorting mirror of the chief sacrament of the Christian religion."29 

The use of cannibalism to differentiate the Self from the Other is 

circumscribed around the hegemonic point-of-view of the Self as 

European. The fact that cultures that were perceived by the Europeans as 

cannibal Others perceived the Europeans as cannibals themselves 

becomes irrelevant or discounted as ridiculous in the face of the dominant 

colonialist prejudices. William Arens describes how when in Africa he 

learnt that there were many different stories about cannibalistic or 

vampiric Europeans preying on Africans, and in Markman Ellis's article 

comparing Robinson Crusoe to James Cook's confrontation with the Maori 

there is a note about how the mother of a Maori child allowed on board 

ship pleads with Cook's crew to not eat him.30 Although such stories exist 

in the history of colonial encounters and cultural relations they are played 

down to the point of obscurity. Thus is it not surprising to read in 

Robinson Crusoe that when mutineering British sailors are holding some 

fellow men captive Friday calls out to Crusoe that "English Mans eat 

Prisoner as well as Savage Mans." Crusoe immediately corrects Friday on 

this matter; "I am afraid they will murther them indeed, but you may be 

sure they will not eat them."31 

Friday's attempt to show that Europeans and Caribs are no 

different is something that Crusoe cannot accept. In Crusoe's eyes, the 

29 Ibid. 
30 See W. Arens, The Man-Eating Myth: Anthropology and Anthropophagy, (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1979), 5, and Ellis, in Spaas and Stimpson (eds.), n20 on p.59-60. 
31 Defoe, 251. 
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savages must be cannibalistic in order to be completely unlike the 

Europeans. Any sign or mention of similarity is a threat to this Self-Other 

construction, and therefore must be repudiated. Colonial history is a 

myth-making exercise organised by and for the benefit of the Europeans. 

Indigenous peoples met in colonial encounters needed to be considered as 

savage in order to justify the domination of these peoples which was 

necessary if colonial expansion was to take place. The more resistant the 

indigenous peoples, the more 'savage' their portrayal in the European 

imagination. What is not recognised by the Europeans when the 'savage' 

believes the European to be a cannibal is the legitimacy of the point of 

view. Homi Bhabha describes in his critique of British colonial history in 

India the "menace" to British power produced by "mimicry", wherein the 

submissive colonial Other becomes so anglicised as to disturb the power 

relations organised around the Self/Other dichotomy which the British 

instituted as natural in order to maintain their hegemonic domination of 

the Indian natives. The effect of the "mimicry" is thus to subvert the 

power structure through which colonialism is effected so that the 

baselessness of the dominant culture's colonialist privilege is revealed.32 

In the Crusoe and other examples cited above, the "mimicry" 

occurs in the other direction. In other words, even though the European 

cultures under discussion here have no recorded history of being regular 

or systematic cannibals, the fact that this trait was ascribed to the 

Europeans not only narrows the space between the Self and the Other but 

also represents the danger and "menace" which the Europeans posed to 

the colonised peoples. 

This also raises the question of the European perception of these 

supposedly cannibalistic peoples. As William Arens points out there is no 

32 See "Of Mimicry and Man; The ambivalence of colonial discourse" in Homi K. Bhabha, 
The Location of Culture, (London and New York: Routledge, 1994), 85-92. 
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firsthand recorded documentation of cannibalistic practices amongst these 

cultures.33 This is not to say that cannibalism did not occur, but serves to 

show that no proof was required for it to be a powerful system of belief 

amongst the Europeans. 

Philip Boucher talks about the representation of Caribs in 

literature, and focuses at one stage on Defoe's novel, extemporising on the 

misrepresentations made of the savages for the purposes of plot 

development. He mentions how "the most sophisticated European 

explanation of Carib cannibalism: the eating of their enemies as an act of 

revenge" is placed by Defoe in the mouth of Friday.34 This not only 

signifies the subjugation of Friday through the elimination of his own 

culture - an elimination effected by a European through the act of 

writing, which highlights the domination of Europe - but it also shows 

Crusoe as the colonialist who is unable to see acts of cannibalism. 

In the three times when Crusoe is confronted by the sight of 

savages and witnesses their rituals first-hand, he never sees the act of 

cannibalism - he only sees what he considers to be the evidence of 

cannibalism. The closest Crusoe comes to witnessing the consumption of 

human flesh is when he and Friday set out to rescue two men (later 

discovered to be a Spaniard and Friday's father) from slaughter. By this 

stage, however, Crusoe has coerced Friday into spying for him so Friday 

(not Crusoe) witnesses the cannibalistic act. Friday, by this stage, has been 

so ideologically shaped through Defoe's writing that although a 

cannibalistic act is witnessed there is no thought as to what this act might 

mean. For instance, it could be that in the ritual of slaughtering enemies 

there is a ritualistic consumption of a piece of flesh, rather than a 

gluttonous devouring of the whole body for the mere sake of enjoying the 

33 Arens, 4. 
34 Boucher, 126. 
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taste of human flesh (which is what Crusoe and Friday assume the act to 

have been). 

Although Crusoe relates to the reader Friday's handsome and 

comely features there is no mention made of normal Carib practices such 

as ear and lip plugs, flattened foreheads and noses, and scarification, all of 

which offended Europeans.35 Upon being rescued Friday loses all 

attachments to his Carib culture. This is not simply because he is 

converted to European-ness by Crusoe, but that in Crusoe's description of 

the time spent in the company of Friday there is no sense of Friday's own 

culture, his Carib-ness. There is no mention of the hunting and fishing 

techniques particular to the Caribs, no mention of the particular Cariban 

diet, such as cassava cakes, crabs, manioc, and ouicou, which Friday has to 

forego in order to acquiesce to the European diet which Crusoe asserts. 

Crusoe teaches Friday how to build a barbecue pit as well as other things 

since it seems Friday has no technical knowledge. Friday is constructed by 

Defoe to be an empty receptacle for Crusoe's colonialism. The colonisation 

is not restricted to physical or linguistic coercion but also manifests in 

Crusoe's literal construction of Friday through fantasy: Friday is Crusoe's 

dream companion. 

In the novel, the Other is imag[in]ed in a dream. The literal 

dream which Crusoe has of rescuing a savage stands in for the 

metaphorical dream which Europeans have about the Other, basing their 

beliefs of the Other upon fantasy not fact. The dream demonstrates that 

the Other is doubly constructed by Crusoe and by Defoe. Crusoe is 

representative of Defoe's perception of Other cultures, but in the moment 

of the dream (and especially when the dream is considered in relation to 

the actual event of rescue) Defoe shows himself through his writing. 

Crusoe's dream is of seeing upon the shore "two Canoes, and eleven 

35 Ibid. 
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savages coming to Land, and that they brought with them another savage, 

who they were going to kill, in Order to eat him".36 This savage, a proto

Friday, jumps away and runs for his life towards Crusoe's dwelling where 

Crusoe hides him and makes him his servant. In his dream, Crusoe has 

created a grateful, submissive proto-Friday. 

The possibility that the real Friday would not run because his 

culture approaches the fate of being consumed by their enemies calmly is 

inconceivable to the European mind. If Friday is to have any hope of 

being saved and converted to European ways he must already be figured 

by the European mind: when Friday is discovered there is a sense that his 

actions are natural and meaningful because Crusoe has dreamed it would 

happen that way. In the conflation of the dream of a savage running and 

the moment where Friday runs an Other has been shaped by the 

imagination and the ideology of the European Self. 

As well, Crusoe's torment at the thought of his own possible 

death by cannibalism is projected onto Friday. Thus, if the savage faced 

his imminent demise calmly then the Self/Other theme which begins in 

Crusoe's dream, the master/slave dialectic, cannot be fulfilled. Friday has 

to run, not because it is in his nature to do so but because Defoe wishes to 

create an Other which is not like the other Caribs (the savages), and which 

is in some way already partly European. In his critique of British rule in 

India, Homi Bhabha termed this effect the 'ambivalence of colonialism', 

where the coloniser seeks to create an Other who will allow domination 

but also reproduce and represent the values and customs of the 

coloniser.37 The colonised Other has ambivalent feelings also because the 

anglicisation brings benefits while the colonial position remains one of 

dominance. 

36 Defoe, 198. 
37 Bhabha, 86. 
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Therefore there does not exist an authentic Friday of true Carib 

origin with a culture fully intact and integral to his being with whom 

Crusoe might come into conflict.38 This is part of the reason why Friday is 

able to rapidly assimilate the conditioning thrust upon him by Crusoe: 

Friday is distinct and separated from the other savages because he is not a 

wholly savage figment of the European imagination, but a partly 

Europeanised image of savagery. In this way Defoe has constructed a 

(non)identity for Friday so that Crusoe is able to take this non-threatening 

being and transform him into an image of himself. 

This separation of Friday by Defoe from the rest of the savages in 

the novel is akin to the common European concept of the 'noble savage', 

which was first put forward by Montaigne39, or of 'good' versus 'bad' 

cannibals as set out by French writers of the sixteenth century such as 

Andre Thevet and Jean de Lery, who wrote about the various indigenous 

peoples of the Brazilian region.40 Such European conceptions were based 

on the varying relations with different indigenous peoples of the New 

World. The more resistant a culture was to being colonised by the 

Europeans the more savage and brutishly cannibalistic was their 

portrayal. The 'good' cannibals complied to European colonisation and 

were favourably described on European terms. Friday is a clear example 

of this; rather than Crusoe describing a Carib with the physical markings 

of his own culture, such as scarification and flattened nose and forehead, 

he instead describes Friday in European terms, as a "comely handsome 

38 It could be argued that all Carib culture has no true origin because it has now been 
written, and therefore altered, by the European. European imagination has effaced 
Carib culture by looking at it through distorted lenses. However, my point here about 
Friday is that he is not even a Carib in the conventional (miss)understandings of Carib 
culture by the Europeans. Not only is his 'true' culture missing but also his stereotyped 
and fantasised culture. 

39 Michel de Montaigne, "Of Cannibals", in Essays, (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
Inc. Great Books, 1952). 

40 See Lestringant, 43-9 and 69-70. 
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fellow" with "the Sweetness and Softness of a European m his 

Countenance." 41 

The relationship between Crusoe and Friday may be read as an 

ideological tool wielded by Defoe to suggest the necessity to convert, and 

subsequently Europeanise and civilise, the indigenous peoples of the New 

World. Friday, the savage in a state of nature, needs to be saved from the 

degenerateness of being in this state, especially if it is considered that this 

debased state is attributable to the work of and worship to the Devil, as 

was commonly believed of the 'savages' by European writers of the time. 

Defoe himself believed this and wrote a treatise seven years after Robinson 

Crusoe called The Political History of the Devil, in which Defoe argues that 

Satan is in '"full and quiet possession' of all the native peoples of 

America, such as Friday and his nation."42 Crusoe is the man to save 

Friday, to give him the civilisation that he needs and to fight the power of 

the Devil by giving him the word of God. 

By contrast, Timothy C. Blackburn makes an interesting point 

about Crusoe's naming of Friday. Crusoe had stated at various points 

earlier in the narrative that he lost track of the days of the week, yet he 

claims to remember the particular time when it comes to naming Friday, 

because it "was the day I sav'd his Life; I call'd him so for the Memory of 

the Time."43 This example of the slippages and inconsistencies in Defoe's 

narrative is justified by Blackburn; "he [Crusoe] (or rather Defoe) chose 

the name Friday to point to how exactly representative of human nature 

Friday was to be: Man was created on the sixth day, that is, a Friday."44 

Although the two views of Friday seem contradictory - that Satan has 

41 Defoe, 205. 
42 Defoe paraphrased in Nicholas Hudson, "'Why God No Kill The Devil?'; The Diabolical 

Disruption of Order in Robinson Crusoe", The Review of English Studies, 39: 156, 1988, 496. 
43 Defoe, 206. 
44 Timothy C. Blackburn, "Friday's Religion: Its Nature and Importance in Robinson 

Cntsoe", Eighteenth Century Studies, 18: 3, 1985, 366. 
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"full and quiet possession" contrasts markedly with Blackburn's reading 

that "Friday" represents in some universal context the grace of Christian 

foundation myth - the articulating moment is one of conversion away 

from cannibalism and toward Crusoe's European and Christian ideals and 

values. 

The missionising capacity to give Friday a new life is further 

expounded by Blackburn who finds justifications in Defoe's narrative for 

considering Crusoe as the true father of Friday. The first bond between 

them is that Friday is described by Crusoe as being "about twenty six 

Years of Age" 45, the same age as Crusoe was shipwrecked. Crusoe's act of 

reckoning Friday's age reveals Crusoe's desire to construct himself as 

Friday's father, for it is roughly this amount of time that Crusoe has spent 

on the island. Therefore Friday is born at the moment of Crusoe's arrival 

upon the island . As Blackburn points out "in the providential world 

represented in the book, this can mean Friday is born because of Crusoe, 

at the point when God has first punished Crusoe, in order to be the later 

final test of Crusoe's repentance and faith."46 

I have concentrated on looking-at European perceptions and 

conceptions of the Other thus far, not only because it is from Europe from 

which the modern world erupted through colonial expansion, and that 

subsequently from this colonisation came the colonial encounters with 

other cultures which provide the originating points of the perception of 

the Other in the modern age, but also because New Zealand is part of the 

legacy of this European colonial expansion. It is from Europe which New 

Zealand is derived from, and therefore the colonialist perceptions which 

perpetuated throughout Europe were brought to New Zealand during 

45 Defoe, 203. 
46 Blackburn, 367. 
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those foundational years of the country's history. The residue of Europe 

and its perspectives have remained throughout New Zealand's growth 

and development as an independent nation struggling and searching for 

its own identity. 

As I will be exploring the application of Robinson Crusoe to New 

Zealand, and what this transposition entails, it will be an important part of 

this work to show that this application can be aided significantly by 

considering New Zealand culture in light of its historical attachment to 

Britain. The interpretation of Robinson Crusoe in New Zealand can 

therefore be seen as a reflection of New Zealand's relationship to its 

motherland Britain. 

To begin the focus on Robinson Crusoe transposed and interrogated 

in New Zealand, I will start with something which links Robinson Crusoe, 

Britain, and New Zealand - geography. By starting off with the 

suggestion that Robinson Crusoe resembles New Zealand in that Crusoe's 

empire is an island and so is New Zealand, and that both these islands 

relate to another 'home' island, I wish to point out how there are 

immediate similarities between Robinson Crusoe and New Zealand which 

would enforce the serious potential in transposing the text into a New 

Zealand context. 

As a metaphor or symbol, the island commonly denotes the 

fantasy of Utopia. This can be ascribed to the insularity of an island which 

makes it "well able to restrain and circumscribe fantasies."47 If the island is 

sufficiently secluded then isolation from the rest of the world means that 

the island can operate according to its own rhythm and not that which is 

dictated by the mass of ideologies being exercised throughout the globe. 

Hence, one can live in a utopian island free from oppressive political 

dogma and social systems which require one to hand over one's sense of 

47 Lestringant, 143. 
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individuality and liberty to faceless bureaucracies. However, such 

seclusion can also point towards dystopia, where isolation from the rest of 

the world can result in being bereft of the morals which restrain our 

desires. The dystopic version of island life is what drove the colonising 

centres of Europe to consider the newly discovered cultures of the 

Caribbean as barbarically primitive. The fact that these people were so 

isolated from the world was evidence for the Europeans that such 

isolation had been a restriction on the moral growth of these peoples. 

In reading Robinson Crusoe it is possible to see Crusoe's island as 

some sort of a utopia. This sense of utopia is evinced not so much through 

the novel itself but through the novel's tapping into the popular romantic 

vision of being stranded on a deserted island with an abundance of 

friendly nature to sustain the self and freedom from the routine of 

everyday existence. The text itself reveals much less of a utopia than this 

romantic vision would let us believe. If the key to utopia is the freedom 

from the influence of the outside world, then Crusoe, despite isolation, 

proves to be quite attached to the world. Not only does he attempt to 

create an environment around himself which replicates the values and 

civilisation of his British life, but he also finds upon leaving the island and 

'going back' to the outside world that the world never actually let go of 

him, for his plantation in Brazil continues to make money in his absence 

and on his return to England Crusoe finds himself to be a very rich man. 

Not only is Crusoe not in a utopia because of his connectedness to the 

world despite isolation, he is also in a situation where his endless fear of 

savages turns his 'empire' into something rather more dystopic. 

I make this point about island as utopia because this is how New 

Zealand is often perceived. Claudia Bell notes in Inventing New Zealand, 

how research into notions of New Zealand identity through word 

association tests given to students revealed a gap between the constructed 
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image of New Zealand and their actual experience of living in New 

Zealand; but despite knowledge that New Zealand identity is 

"ideologically driven" these constructed images are not challenged but 

accepted as a part of New Zealand identity. As Bell states, "[t]he images 

are so pervasive that it takes some consideration not to believe in them."48 

As I began to state above, the fact that Crusoe's island, Britain, and 

New Zealand are all islands serves to introduce an intricate interweaving 

between these three places, and serves to connect New Zealand to the text 

of Robinson Crusoe. On his island Crusoe creates for himself a replica of 

'home', unwittingly extending Britain's Empire further by creating an 

empire for himself, modelled on the capitalist ideals and the desire for 

order and control which he has learnt from British traditions (these 

traditions standing in as universal representations of colonialism, 

capitalism, and mercantilism). Robinson Crusoe creates the island as an 

empire to become 'monarch of all he surveys', to use a line from William 

Cowper's poem on the real-life supposed progenitor of the Crusoe 

character, Alexander Selkirk. It is possible to imagine the first settlers 

arriving in New Zealand also to have been 'Crusoes'. They might bring 

with them the same ideals that Crusoe brought to his island, and create for 

themselves an island which would be an extension of Britain, a place far 

away from the homeland and yet nevertheless connected to it as part of 

the Empire. This appears to be true to an extent, for when the migration to 

New Zealand expanded in the nineteenth century, the reasons for settling 

were based upon "the goal of reproducing British society in the antipodes, 

not of escaping it, as happened in some parts of North America."49 

48 Claudia Bell, Inventing New Zealand: Everyday Myths of Pakeha Identity, (Auckland, 
Penguin, 1996), 11. 

49 David Novitz and Bill Willmott (eds.), Culture and Identity in New Zealand, (Wellington: 
GP Books, 1989), 4. 
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New Zealand is a nation of displaced people. The nation is 

isolated from the rest of the world, a maritime country at the bottom of the 

world. On a global scene New Zealand is invisible. The country literally 

slips off the map. Claudia Bell gives an account of New Zealand's 

disappearance off the map through her own experience as a child; 

New Zealand was easy to find on any map: just 
look for a pair of small dots at the bottom of the world. 
Occasionally we'd come across a map of the world that 
had left New Zealand off. This made us a bit indignant: 
but it was also amusing. Imagine there were people out 
there in the rest of the world who didn't even know where 
we were! We laughed at their pathetic ignorance.50 

The 'pathetic ignorance' of the rest of the world should not be 

ignored or easily dismissed by New Zealanders. What this 'pathetic 

ignorance' entails is a (non-)perception of New Zealand from the outside 

which is an inflection of the real New Zealand identity. The real New 

Zealand identity runs counter to the ideological New Zealand identity. 

The latter identity is the conglomeration of icons, symbols, and idealised 

self-imagery which is perpetuated by the national media in a continuing 

process of the 'invention' of this nation. This identity is made up of 'clean, 

green, and friendly', of 'rugby, racing, and beer', of 'mateship', of 

communal and harmonious co-existence of cultures united by being 

'kiwis', and of a rewarding relationship with nature a pride-filled 

attachment to the land. The real identity lies behind all these ideologies, its 

harshness hidden from view in favour of presenting a positive visage. It 

comes directly from the forces which shaped this country, from the 

· foundational history of New Zealand. This real identity is made up of a 

sense of isolation, of being a part of the Western world by dint of the 

so Bell, 3. 

35 



nations historical association with the British Empire and yet being 

unnoticeable within the Western world. 

The pakeha New Zealander's cultural identity can be described as 

in a limbo state, for it is dissociated from being European, yet it is also not 

a cultural Other. Following this, it can be further argued that pakeha 

identity is both a colonising Self, in relation to its role with respect to the 

tangata whenua, but also a colonised Self, and therefore perhaps an Other, 

distinct from Britain and yet somehow still under the thumb of the Empire 

- a country not taken seriously because of its size and its isolation. 

However, to suggest that pakeha inhabit a space which is both Self 

and Other is questionable, for in a consideration of the performance of the 

Other in Robinson Crusoe the implication would be that the pakeha 

performance of Other would be a performance of European Self. The 

delineation between Self and Other would therefore be unrecognisable 

and redundant, and one could question using the Crusoe text at all if it is 

not to be utilised for the postcolonial investigation which it strongly offers. 

This problematic ambivalence affirms the need for pakeha to 

attempt a performance of a Maori Other for a production such as Robinson 

Crusoe, because an attempt at clarifying a distinction between a 

theatricalised Self and a theatricalised Other offers more scope to elicit 

colonial connotations, and an opportunity to recognise the role in which 

pakeha find themselves as colonisers. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

PERFORMANCE OF THE OTHER 

The originating and defining m.om.ent of Otherness in Robinson 

Crusoe occurs as a performance. The implication in the scene where Crusoe 

watches the savages is that Crusoe is a spectator, not a perform.er. 

Performance is thereby not equated with Crusoe, and is applicable only to 

the Other. Crusoe never performs, or, more specifically, he never performs 

for an audience. It could be argued that when he considered him.self alone 

on the island for the first fifteen years of his entrapment, Crusoe had to a 

certain extent been perform.ative without actually performing for an actual 

audience. Crusoe prayed often, and even constructed his own type of 

ritual, marking the anniversary of his shipwreck as a "solemn fast" in 

which he prostrated him.self "on the Ground with the most serious 

Humiliation, confessing m.y sins to God, acknowledging his Righteous 

Judgments upon m.e, and praying to him. to have Mercy upon m.e, through 

Jesus Christ."1 Although there is no physical audience for these 

perform.ative practices there is the notion of an audience in that Crusoe is 

. performing these rites to God. The difference between Crusoe's 

perform.ative rites and the dance of the savages is articulated by Crusoe 

him.self when he feels that his prayer to God has been altered through the 

presence of the Other. He states that "Praying to God [is] an Act of the 

Mind, not of the Body."2 Crusoe's prayer to God em.bodies the concept of 

performance, but it is not the actuality of performance. Crusoe admits in 

this m.om.ent that he cannot use his body in performance, which negates 

the possibility of his ever being able to perform.. However the savages 

express them.selves entirely through their bodies and therefore display the 

capabilities of performance. 

1 Defoe, 103. 
2 Defoe, 164. 
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The savages' expression of self through the body also 

challenges Crusoe's assumption which he makes in the aforementioned 

quote. If the dancing ritual of the savages is perceived as not merely a 

cannibalistic rite but also possibly a rite of prayer to their God(s), then 

that repudiates Crusoe's conception that prayer is a pursuit of the mind. 

It highlights how the Christian body is denied means of expression, and 

that such expression of the body is evil. Hence the savages are a threat 

to Crusoe because their bodies express themselves in "barbarous 

Gestures and Figures."3 

When Friday becomes a companion and therefore a potential 

audience for Crusoe to perform in front of, Crusoe steadfastly remains a 

non-performer. The application of performance to the relationship 

between Friday and Crusoe entails not a literal performing acted out for 

the other person, but the metaphorical performance which occurs when 

two cultures come into conflict in a colonial encounter, with the coloniser 

enforcing the colonised to take on its cultural traits in order to efface the 

'savage' and 'primitive' traits which the indigenous person is perceived to 

have. In his relationship with Friday Crusoe is depicted as the perfect 

exemplar of colonisation, for he is shown as imposing upon Friday 

European ways of eating, speaking, and behaving, as well as clothing 

Friday in European accoutrements so as to appear European. Friday's 

indigenous culture is expunged and in its place Friday has to perform 

European-ness, something other than himself. Crusoe, on the other hand 

does absolutely nothing in terms of performing the savage culture of 

Friday. Crusoe does not set out to learn Friday's language, there is no 

mention of the foods which would have been a part of Friday's diet, (apart 

from human flesh of which a colonialist such as Crusoe would not dream 

of consuming), and there is no mention made of Crusoe attempting to 

3 Defoe, 201. 
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learn the behaviours and mannerisms of Friday's culture. The culture of 

Friday simply cannot penetrate the European shell of Crusoe's 

colonialism. 

The fact that a group of pakeha wish to perform Robinson Crusoe 

creates interesting connotations and problematics in light of the 

information above. By being performers we are metaphorically aligned 

with Friday. However, by being pakeha we are perceived as Crusoes 

rather than Fridays. Thus, we make the figure of Crusoe do the thing 

which he is unable to do, which is to perform. Moreover, by being Crusoes 

who then become savages we make the figure of Crusoe perform the 

Other. The paradigmatic scene is suddenly imaginable as including a 

moment where the figure of Crusoe stands on the hill copying the 

movements of the savages, or even having Crusoe run down amongst the 

savages and join in the dance. 

As stipulated previously in Chapter One, the first time Crusoe 

finally sees the savages it is from the distance of the hill, where, unnoticed 

by the savages, he watches them dance. When considering how to perform 

the Other for a production of Robinson Crusoe this scene is crucial, for it 

presents the paradigmatic moment of the colonial encounter between the 

Self and the Other in a situation which explicitly involves performance. 

What is more, this scene includes the tropes with which the colonialist 

distinguishes the Other as the Other, such as cannibalism, nudity, and 

ritual dancing, and these tropes are all of a fundamentally physical nature. 

Therefore these tropes provide a tangibility to performative considerations 

of the Other, and by being examples of the Othering process executed by 

colonialists these tropes hold within them the crux theme of the conflict 

between coloniser and colonised. 

Because of the importance of this scene as a conflation of 

colonialism (introducing the Self/Other dichotomy and the perception by 

39 



the colonialist Self of the primitive Other) and performance (ritual 

dancing, including cannibalism and nudity), it will be the centre of the 

examination of the possibilities of performing the Other. Thus, the first 

logical step in entering into the permutations of performing the Other is to 

look once more at the paradigmatic scene of Crusoe watching the savages 

dance to see what information there is in the text which could be of use. 

An initial re-investigation of the paradigmatic scene to look for 

information on performance described in the text reveals that explicit 

references to the dance and concomitant physical or performative 

elements are very few in number. The only reason that the reader knows 

that the savages dance at all is due to a single line reference described by 

Crusoe; "I should have observ'd, that for an Hour and more before they 

went off, they went to dancing, and I could easily discern their Postures, 

and Gestures, by my Glasses."4 In that same moment of describing that 

scene the reader also learns that the savages were naked, that their sex was 

indistinguishable to Crusoe, and that they had danced after an apparent 

cannibalistic feast. This last point is interesting in that it runs counter to 

what one imagines such a scene to look like, a scene in which the ritualistic 

dancing would occur before the cannibalistic feast. The ramifications of this 

point will be explored shortly. 

Until then I wish to elaborate upon a closer examination of this 

scene in Defoe's text, searching deeper than Crusoe's description to find 

out what the Others are actually doing. The first thing to note in reading 

this scene closely is that what is its ritual aspect. It may appear tautological 

to make such a point, but it could be easily overlooked due to the 

rendering of this scene as a prime example of the colonialist's nightmare. 

Crusoe's imagination of what is going on in this moment ignores the fact 

that this is a ritual which is of cultural relevance to the savages. It is more 

4 Defoe, 183. 
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than a mere feast, it is a series of actions acted out for reasons of particular 

importance to that culture. A ritual entails a circumscribed activity with a 

particular setting, particular performative details, and a particular 

frequency of performance. In other words it has parameters which make it 

orderly, as opposed to the impression one gets from reading this scene 

that what Crusoe has seen is chaotic in its unrestrained depravity. When 

Crusoe describes in his second sighting of the savages that they "were all 

Dancing in I know not how many barbarous Gestures and Figures, their 

own Way, round the Fire", the movements of the savages are 'barbarous' 

to Crusoe because they oppose Crusoe's European conception of dance.5 

The concept of dance in Europe at the time of Robinson Crusoe, as 

epitomised by a dance such as the minuet, was something pertaining to 

order and grace, and encompassed moral values of etiquette, courtesy, 

and deportment.6 This conception is challenged by the 'wildness' of the 

savages' dance, leading to Crusoe's labelling what has been witnessed as 

'barbaric'; as such, he denies seeing the ritualistic order of what is being 

performed. 

As stated previously, the description of this scene in the novel is 

the stereotypical colonialist construction of such a scene. Being a fictional 

scene means that it is purely stereotypical, as opposed to being a 

presentation of a realistic scene which has been perceived (by Crusoe) in a 

stereotypical way. For a moment, however, I will consider the scene as if it 

pertained to some ritual which Crusoe is unable to perceive because of his 

colonialist sensibilities. The means through which I will enter into this 

consideration is through taking Crusoe's description at face value, as a 

linear description of events rather than a subjective rant which describes 

more how Crusoe felt than how the scene unfolded. Through Crusoe's 

5 Ibid. 
6 Paul Spenser (ed.), Society and the Dance: The Social Anthropology of Process and 

Perfonnance, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 8. 
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scant description, it appears that what he sees first are "nine naked 

Savages, sitting round a small Fire'\ which Crusoe surmises has been used 

for cooking human flesh. 7 Because he does not describe witnessing any 

cannibalism, it appears that he may have just missed that segment of the 

ritual. Thus when he describes later that "for an Hour and more before 

they went oft they went to dancing'\ it can assumed that this dance is 

post-consumption. This post-consumption dance challenges the 

stereotypical imaginings of a cannibalistic rituat of which many a cartoon 

presents the image of a group of cannibals dancing around a pot with the 

still-alive and soon-to-be-boiled colonial explorer tied up and helpless 

inside it. If we can imagine that the archetypical dance around the victim 

before the act of cannibalism is a display of celebration or of consecration, 

then what would a dance after consumption entail? Surmising on the 

meaning of a ritual practice of the Egyptian Dinka tribe may provide a 

profitable answer. Although it is not a cannibalistic rituat their dance 

around slain enemies has been read as a means to either soothe the spirits 

of the slain by dancing in their honour or encircling the spirits to prevent 

them from escaping and doing the Dinka harm.8 If this scene is to be 

imagined as a scene depicting an actual ritual then perhaps the meanings 

from rituals such as that of the Dinka can be perceivable as relevant to 

Crusoe's savages. 

Lets return to considering the brief sketch as an archetypical 

Western conception of the dance of the Other. Crusoe describes many 

'postures and gestures' indescribable to his European sensibilities, and he 

also describes in the second encounter that the savages were all dancing 

around the fire. If there was ever a formulaic dance of the Other it would 

be the scene etched permanently in the imagination of Western civilisation 

7 Defoe, 182. 
8 W. 0. E. Oesterley, The Sacred Dance - A Study in Comparative Folklore, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1923), 206. 
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of a group of scantily-clad primitive people dancing in a rhythmic fashion 

to primal drumbeats in a circle around a fire, whooping and uttering 

incomprehensible cries. In considering the performance of this scene the 

confrontation with the archetypes of cultural dance are inevitable. By 

having a skeletal description of the dance in the Defoe text, there is a 

freedom to explore the many ways to 'fill in' what was barely outlined, 

whether that means creating a dance from anthropological descriptions or 

creating a dance based on an imagining of what the dance could be. 

Because the text reveals archetype rather than anthropological 

observation, the initial consideration of how to perform the Other will 

concentrate on investigating the presentation of an archetypical dance. 

A presentation of the dance in such a way is a means to explicitly 

display the West's inability to perceive the Other beyond the fantasies and 

constructions which it creates of the Other. However, if the dance was to 

performed with such intentions, then how is this archetype to be revealed? 

A presentation of the archetypical dance could be perceived as merely 

repeating that formulaic pattern of the West's perception of the Other 

rather than interrogating that perception. In the various stagings of 

Robinson Crusoe, from eighteenth and nineteenth century pantomimes to 

Offenbach's opera-comique, the presentation of the dance of the savages 

avoids the concept of presenting colonial archetype entirely. The dance is 

in fact 'colonised' by European-ness, so that it becomes a "quick dance in 

four-four time" or even a waltz.9 In light of these conservative stagings of 

the cannibal scene, the suggestion to perform an archetypical savage dance 

is rather radical. 

9 The 'quick dance' is from Sheridan's pantomime version of Robinson Crusoe, and the 
waltz belongs to an interpretation of Offenbach's opera. See John McVeagh, "Robinson 
Crusoe's Stage Debut: The Sheridan Pantomime of 1781", Journal of Popular Culture, 24: 
Fall 1990, pl37-52; and Rodney Milnes(reviewer), Review of Kent Opera performance 
of Offenbach's Robinson Crusoe, Opera (London, England), 35: Jan. 1984, p90-1. For 
another stage version of Crusoe see Christopher Smith, "Charles Guilbert de 
Pixerecourt's Robinson Crusoe (1805)", in Spaas and Stimpson (eds.), pl27-39. 
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Therefore performing the Other in this way is envisagable as 

being a performance emulating the aforementioned formulaic archetype of 

a group of primitives hollering and whooping around a fire, moving in a 

rhythmic fashion to the sound of primeval drumming. If the performance 

is undertaken by non-indigenous white-skinned people then a means to 

'authenticate' this performance by suggesting difference to a colonialist 

Self, such as a staged Crusoe or even the audience watching, is to have the 

performers 'in blackface', wearing black make-up. Although nowadays 

this is perceived with horrified amusement as part of an archaic set of 

misperceptive values and ultimately derogatory, this stereotyped 

performance was a common standard in theatre (and film) productions 

even into the early twentieth century. 

The alternative then is to present an authentic version of the Other 

by putting indigenous peoples in that role. However this attempt at 

authenticity is also perceivable as stereotypical, for it elicits the perception 

that is the only role that a person of non-white skin colour can play. It also 

does not prevent the presentation of stereotypical tropes which white

skinned people would perform. For example, in the Christchurch Court 

Theatre 1996 production of Vincent O'Sullivan Casement, the part of an 

indigenous character, a South American Indian, was performed by a 

Maori actor. Although this may have been perceived as the culturally 

appropriate thing to do, all it ultimately suggested was the elision of 

cultural difference between South American Indian and Maori, and the 

inability of an indigenous culture such as the Maori to not play such 

'ethnic' roles. 

However, before getting distracted by the theoretical implications 

of performing an archetypical dance it would be prudent to examine a 

concrete example of the performance of this paradigmatic scene. In the 

1996 production of Robinson Crusoe the theatricalisation of this scene 
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resembled neither archetype or anthropological specificity. The dance was 

neither a representation of an actual dance or ritual of an Other culture, 

nor was it a presentation of the stereotype of primitive dance. What was 

presented was an interpretation or a re-reading of the primitive dance 

stereotype. We presented an emulation of stereotype but we posited in a 

way different to the general stereotyped possibilities of performing the 

Other. 

The introduction of the Other in the 1996 production occurred 

after the entire cast, all as Crusoe's 'alone' in the performance space, 

individually and at the same time encountered dismembered and 

cannibalised bodies, represented by audience members. After retching, 

ranting, and praying to God, the entire cast apart from one performer 

begin to let their prayer of thanks to God for not being like the cannibals 

turn into a tirade in which they get increasingly furious and crazed, 

tearing clothes off, yelling, attacking each other, and ending up in one big 

pile where everyone is 'eating' each other. The implication of this 

performance is that the boundary between Self and Other is collapsed, 

suggesting a commensurability between the colonialist and the cannibal. 

However, such a performance also elicits the view that this blurring of Self 

and Other in this moment introduces a solipsistic approach which disrupts 

the potential for colonial critique. 

Aside from such arguments, what this scene also reveals is an 

interesting theoretical issue, which is that actors who are performing the 

Self of Crusoe also play the Other of the savages. The immediate 

suggestion of this issue, especially in light of what was presented in the 

1996 production, is the potential to reveal the Self's fear of the Other as a 

fear of the primal urge deep within the Self; "Behind the horror of 

cannibalism lies a macabre fascination that it is within us all; the lurking 
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"savage within" suggesting the inversion of civilised/ savage divisions."10 

However, more important in the connection between playing Self and 

playing Other is the implication that Crusoe becomes a performer, which 

is something which was never suggested in the novel. 

During the frenzy of Crusoes transforming into savages the 

performer who remains Crusoe clambers up the mast/ cross at the centre 

of the performance space, and from this vantage point of the 'hill' spies on 

the writhing orgiastic mass of bodies. To have a performer remain Crusoe 

is a means to maintain the Self/Other dichotomy present in the Defoe text 

and realise it in the performance space. The performed Others need to be 

realised as Others through the gaze of a performed colonial Self. 

The Crusoe who was the Self to the savage Others was performed 

by myself. When I looked at the scene before me from my vantage point, I 

was presenting a side to the character of Crusoe which was not revealed in 

Defoe's novel. Leaning forward to get a better look at what was going on, I 

was presenting the voyeurism of Crusoe the colonialist. As Crusoe I 

watched the scene with disgust and abhorrence of this orgy, and yet I 

could not help being perversely fascinated and unable to take my eyes off 

what was going on. 

Despite the fact that what was presented in performance was 

remarkably different in form to the impression of what Crusoe saw in 

Defoe's text, what I saw in that scene matched certain details from the 

scene in Defoe's novel. For example, although an orgiastic pile is different 

to a ritual dance, the purpose of the pile in making it difficult for myself to 

tell who was male and who was female matches Crusoe's inability in the 

novel to distinguish gender during the cannibal dance.11 It must be stated 

that an orgiastic pile could well be the 'dance' that is described in the text. 

10 Nigel Rigby, "Sober Cannibals and Drunken Christians: Colonial Encounters of the 
Cannibal Kind", Journal of Commonwealth Literature, 27, 1: 1992, 172. 

11 Defoe, 183. 
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Colonial sensibilities would be profoundly perturbed by an unfamiliar 

sight which would be perceived as overt sexuality, and would no doubt 

resort to euphemism in order to alleviate the threat of the Other by hiding 

what is unfamiliar and supposed sexually explicit. 

The modes of nudity and cannibalism are linked, through the 

close relations between eating and sexuality as "modes of intimate social 

interaction that readily flow together, both literally and metaphorically."12 

In many languages the same or similar expressions are used for both 

eating and sexuality. Thus this orgiastic pile in the 1996 production served 

to bring these two modes together in the one form. 

The dance of the savage has been often perceived as sexually 

provocative, promiscuous, or perverse by the colonialist because of the 

apparently unbridled nature of their movements, and also perhaps to the 

fact that savages were often naked. Nudity was one of the signifiers of 

Otherness which Crusoe was able to take note of in the description of the 

sighting of the savages. Theatrically, to go from a state of being clothed to 

being unclothed highlights the signifying process of nudity as a means to 

delineate Otherness. Although nudity could be argued as a cheap and 

obvious ploy in signifying Otherness theatrically, it is not something 

which is readily depicted on stage in performing the Other. The general 

presentation of a Friday or a savage on stage has commonly employed 

primitive rudimentary clothing which nevertheless covers up enough of 

the person to keep them decent. The presentation of naked savages in the 

1996 production therefore goes against the grain of the common 

stereotype of theatricalised savages. However, what was interesting with 

this presentation of savagery was that it was not complete nudity by men 

and women alike but the toplessness of the females which signified 

nudity. The use of nudity as a means to express Otherness therefore takes 

12 I. M. Lewis, "The cannibal's cauldron", in Religion in Context - Cults and charisma(second 
ed.), (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 102. 
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on an extra dimension of gender, eliciting thoughts towards the female as 

Other and the feminisation of the Other. 

Looking from my vantage point I also resemble Defoe's Crusoe in 

that what I see is something I do not understand, something unlike 

anything I have seen before. Just as in Robinson Crusoe where Crusoe 

appears to be unable to take cognisance of the possibility that what he is 

seeing could be a ritual, I also find the scene before me so bizarre that the 

possibility that this could be a ritual of some sorts does not cross my mind. 

The actuality of what I saw in that moment was a group of people 

who were all white-skinned. It was difficult to be able to imagine these 

white-skinned people as darkly-coloured people involved in some ritual 

of sorts. It could be argued that it is an impossibility to transc~nd the 

representation of skin-colour, so that a convincing imaginative leap can be 

made in the presentation of white skin as brown, but it could also be 

argued whether making such an imaginative leap is necessary. It suffices 

to say, though, that this difficulty in not being able to see past the colour of 

the 'savages' skin was due to the aforementioned blurring between Self 

and Other. Another example of this was the cannibal ritual, which was 

presented not as a scene of primeval bloodlust but as a ritual reminiscent 

of Christian religion, with its overtones of Holy Communion through a 

ritualistic consumption of wafers placed on the corpses body. Rather than 

theatricalising a cultural difference between these Others to Crusoe's Self 

and attempting to make white skin appear brown, so to speak, this 

bastardised version of the Holy Communion served to keep the skin 

colour as perceivably white. 

What becomes culturally problematic when the performance of 

the Other is perceived as a presentation of the Caucasian Self blurring and 

subsuming Otherness into itself is that it can be seen as serving to obscure 

the histories of colonial encounters. In considering the specific cultural 
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milieu in which the production is located this argument also suggests that 

what is being ignored is the potential to interrogate the colonial conflict of 

New Zealand's history which marks both of the cultural identities 

involved in the conflict, that of Maori and of pakeha. The presentation of 

Other in the 1996 production could be posited as a presentation of a 

generic type of Other, which did not directly refer to New Zealand or, 

more specifically, Maori-ness. 

In writing about her experiences of presenting her life story to 

Eugenio Barba's Odin Teatret and seeing herself as a character in a 

performance, Kirsten Hastrup describes what happened to her in that 

process as becoming a myth. She discusses myth and history, arguing that 

the allegorical representation of the past which is myth is just as valid as 

the perception of history as literal. She states that myth is part of history. 

She speaks of this in terms of masks, for masks were a common feature in 

the play based on her life, Talabot. "Masks are like myths in that they 

cannot be treated as separate objects hiding a face or a history behind a 

metaphor."13 For Hastrup the 'not-me' of her self performed in rehearsal 

and the 'not-not-me' which was revealed in actual performance on the 

opening night were the metaphors which revealed insights to her self 

which transcended her knowledge of her own history. As she states; "the 

mask uncovers your true face. "14 

This last quote clearly ties in with the way in which the character 

of Robinson Crusoe and reality of a pakeha identity interface. The 

performance of Crusoe is like the mask which Hastrup describes. Her 

experience of being an audience to a representation of her self is different 

to what the experience of a Crusoe - pakeha interface would be, but the 

13 Kirsten Hastrup, A Passage to Anthropology: Between Experience and Theory, (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1995), 138. 

14 Hastrup, 139. 
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similarity is compelling to think through. To perform the character Crusoe 

is the mask through which our 'true faces' as pakeha can be revealed. 

Through Crusoe we present something which is like ourselves but is also 

ultimately not ourselves, just like the 'not-me' that Hastrup saw in the 

rehearsals of Talabot. However through the 'not-me'-ness of performing 

Crusoe as a resemblance to oneself what is revealed is a chance to see 

pakeha identity in a clearer way than before. Hastrup describes what she 

learnt through a process of watching herself being performed by Odin 

Teatret; "It made me see myself more clearly than before."15 To add to this 

process of being revealed through the use of the 'mask' of Crusoe there is 

the next stage of presenting the work to the public. The ideal of the 

presentation of the performance would be that the audience watching it 

would see the 'flame' of the self shining through the 'glass jar' of the score 

of the characterisation of Crusoe, to use an analogy taken from Ryszard 

Cieslak.16 Thus the audience would not see a 'not-me' but a 'not-not-me', as 

Hastrup puts it. "In the eyes of the audience, distance was denied; Kirsten 

came dangerously close to me." 17 In other words, the performers of 

Robinson Crusoe would reveal themselves, not as their actual selves but as 

an invented self through being associated with Crusoe. The inventedness 

of the self through the 'mask' of Crusoe is a means to reveal insights which 

go deeper into the heart of the self than a self which is already known. 

From the point of view that we are, as pakeha New Zealanders, all 

from Crusoe's lineage in that we are identifiable as colonisers and are 

trapped on an island, then to play Crusoes in a theatrical endeavour is to 

do what Crusoe and, by implication, colonisers are unable to do, which is 

to perform. What we are doing though is performing Crusoe. It may 

15 Hastrup, 134. 
16 Cieslak's 'glass jar' metaphor is paraphrased from Richard Schechner, Environmental 

Theater (expanded ed.), (New York: Applause Books, 1994) (first published 1973), 295. 
17 Hastrup, 135. 
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sound like I am being unnecessarily pedantic and repetitive here, but this 

is an important point. A juxtaposition of the RC novel with New Zealand 

implies a connotative similarity between Crusoe and pakeha. Thus a 

performance of RC offers a means to actively interrogate in a highly 

reflexive manner the role of pakeha as coloniser, especially how that role is 

constructed. This is in keeping with what Said outlined in Orientalism, that 

the West is just as much of a construction as the East. The fact that the 

stereotypical connotation of being Crusoe in New Zealand entails being 

pakeha already exemplifies the constructed of the role of coloniser. One's 

personal ideologies do not matter when confronted with the task of 

performing a metaphor for colonialism. What is to be realised in the 

performance space, by the fact that performance pertains to being a 

physical endeavour involving the live presentation of bodies, is that as a 

pakeha one is perceivable as a descendant of colonialist history. What I am 

trying to get at here is that there is a self-reflexivity to performing Crusoe

as-coloniser. There has to be a distance between playing Crusoe as the Self 

in the Self/Other dichotomy and the actual self of being a pakeha New 

Zealander. As much as pakeha-ness is identifiable with Crusoe, one has to 

perform Crusoe as a character rather than merely as one's self, because 

otherwise there would be no critical distance between the self as in one's 

identity and the Self as in Crusoe's identity. As much as it can be argued 

that performance is a process of being an Other, it is also true that one 

cannot perform oneself. It is possible to perform fl Self, and that can 

provide the artifice which can be filled with the identity of the individual 

self, but if one wishes to perform the self without the externalising shell of 

presenting something other than one's self then there is no performance, 

or in Grotowski's words 'without artifice to contain the self there can be no 

performance'.18 

18 Grotowski paraphrased from Jerzy Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1968), 39. 
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The opportunity to examine the coloniality of this nation is one of 

the prime reasons for performing Robinson Crusoe in New Zealand. 

Through the connotations to New Zealand which the novel elicits, there is 

a great opportunity to not only depict our colonial situation but also to 

actively challenge the ideologies about New Zealand which are taken for 

granted by the New Zealand population. Being a pakeha I become aware 

of my own identity when faced with the task of performing Robinson 

Crusoe. To be more specific, in being confronted with the question of how 

to perform the Other I become aware of my immediate association with 

the figure of Crusoe and of being a Self, by dint of my being pakeha. I also 

perceive the constructedness of this role in New Zealand cultural 

dynamics. By the colour of my skin I am marked as a coloniser, as a 

dominant Self oppressing the dominated Other, and I am marked as such 

regardless of who I am or whatever my cultural politics may be. 

I say all of the above for a purpose. In an interview in 1988 Maori 

film-maker Merata Mita spoke strongly against pakeha appropriating 

Maori-ness for their own use, arguing that it is a method typical of the 

pakeha to avoid "having to deal with themselves and their own crises and 

their own lack of action and their own flawed social analysis. "19 Mita 

argues that the pakeha should be focussing on presenting investigations 

about themselves rather than presenting stories which avoid having to 

analyse their identity; 

There's so much about the pakeha that we have to 
know about but that they can only explain themselves. I 
mean I don't understand them. I don't understand any 
kind of mentality that has wrought so much destruction 
on a country like New Zealand as the pakeha has done.20 

19 Mita quoted in Cushla Parekowhai, "Korero Ki Taku Tuakana: Merata Mita and Me", 
Illusions, 9: 1988, 22. 

20 Parekowhai, 21. 
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Further on she states; 

[t]here's a lot about the pakeha psyche that I want 
to know about. I want to know what motivates this 
destructiveness. I want to know what motivates the kind 
of neuroticism they have about living in New Zealand .. .! 
want to know about [their] mentality because I don't 
understand it. 21 

And later still, "I just think they'd do well to clean up their own 

backyards first in terms of what they present to the public as a story and 

particularly as a story with a message."22 

Mita's overtones are aggressive, yet there is a truth to what she 

says about the necessity for pakeha to actively interrogate, criticise, and 

analyse their identity. I contend that the performance of Robinson Crusoe 

offers the means to do exactly that, to be steadfast in an active and self

reflexive examination of what it means to be a New Zealander who is 

identifiable as a coloniser. Rather than reiterating what pakeha New 

Zealanders already think about themselves (in other words the ideological 

'kiwi' identity), Robinson Crusoe elicits perspectives on New Zealand 

identity which pertain to what may be the real aspects which shape that 

identity. For instance, being a narrative in which a man builds an empire 

in a place far away from his homeland resembles in a general way the 

history of New Zealand's settling. Also the relationship and co-habitation 

of space between Crusoe and the savages is obviously going to elicit the 

connotations to New Zealand's own colonial history and the encounters 

and conflict between Europeans and Maori. This point is a ripe time to 

introduce the problem with Mita's statements, as well as the problems in 

performing the Other. 

21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 

53 



Mita's stance has it that pakeha should only be making film, in this 

instance, about themselves. Rather, they should be analysing themselves 

rather than appropriate Maori-ness. This point of view appears to be 

ultimately separationist (and it undermines Mita's own appearance in Utu, 

a film which according to her own ideology is part of the appropriating 

canon of pakeha film, or the appearance of pakeha in her film). What it 

appears to disavow is the fact that New Zealand is a nation which is based 

on the relationship between two cultures and not the discreetness between 

these cultures. The Crusoe text realises this, for in considering to perform 

it, one is confronted with the necessity of considering two polar positions 

- performing the European Self and performing the savages Other. As a 

pakeha cast we have the option of doing as Mita says and performing a 

production which solely focuses on analysing pakeha identity, therefore 

eliminating having to perform the Other. However this drastically 

undermines the reason for doing the text - if we explore the Self only then 

why do this text in particular? What Robinson Crusoe allows us to recognise 

is that for New Zealand pakeha identity is largely figured on its 

relationship to Maori identity. This goes the same for Maori identity. In a 

reflexive analysis of pakeha identity there requires a realisation that there 

are inextricable ties between the pakeha and Maori identities which the 

Self/Other dichotomy in Robinson Crusoe gives the opportunity to 

interrogate. 

Returning to the 1996 production, it can be seen that in light of the 

cultural context of New Zealand, what was presented can be termed a 

culturally generic performance of the Other rather than a culturally 

specific one. It could, however, be suggested that a generic representation 

of the Other allows space for the cultural specificity of New Zealand to 

exist within this performance, so that the Other can still be read by proxy 
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as Maori. Another point in favour of presenting a generic Other is that it 

can be a means to sidestep the issue of having to perform Maori-ness at all 

in order to counter the problem of cultural appropriation. Such a point of 

view has already been discounted through the argument that presenting 

New Zealand's coloniality involves the relationship between the two 

identities of pakeha and Maori, and that the identity of one is inextricably 

intertwined into the other. The point of cultural appropriation is 

something I will return to further on. 

The absence of Maori-ness in this performance of the Other 

paradoxically makes un-absent its invisibility. A performance of Robinson 

Crusoe in New Zealand will elicit expectations for a particular type of 

Self/ Other relationship, one which is relevant to the primary cultural 

conflict which has been a part of the foundation of New Zealand and is 

therefore a cornerstone, if not the central pillar, of New Zealand's national 

identity. Thus when a cast of pakeha perform the Other without referring 

to the Maori, then the Maori become visible by dint of the absence of any 

referrals to the Maori culture. Therefore, if Maori-ness is ever-present in a 

performance of the Other, even when the performance is generic, then to 

ignore it is going to be perceived as derogatory. The double bind in having 

a pakeha group of actors tackling the story of Robinson Crusoe , and 

concomitantly performing the Other, is that both the performance of Other 

as Maori, to befit the NZ context, and the omission of the connotation of 

the Other as Maori can both be perceived as being culturally insensitive. 

Nevertheless, lets pursue a line of inquiry into a performance of 

the Other which actively engages in presenting the Other in culturally 

specific ways pertinent to New Zealand. A New Zealand Robinson Crusoe 

would entail New Zealand savages, thus the Other is represented by the 

Maori. This already elicits the problematic that the Maori are placed in a 

stereotypical position of cultural inferiority, but although this argument is 
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worthy of examination, to pursue it in detail here will side-track the 

immediate path of investigation, which is the postulation of a cast of 

pakeha performing Maori-ness and what this may entail. Suffice to say, 

however, that this point highlights the cultural-political minefield of 

confronting these issues. 

A theatricalisation of the Other in Robinson Crusoe as Maori would 

require the presentation of something which is recognisably Maori. The 

most recognisable of all Maori performative practices is the haka. Not only 

is it at the forefront of Maori performing arts, but it is also part of the 

iconography of New Zealand, and even represents New Zealand at an 

international level. Proposing to perform the haka is also interesting in 

that it already courts regular controversy over its appropriation or 

inconsiderate usage. The controversy over the appropriation and perhaps 

bastardisation of the haka through its regular use by the national rugby 

team has provoked continual criticism for many years, while the recent 

controversy of British pop group the Spice Girls performing a haka keeps 

alive the problem of 'authorship' of cultural identity when the traditions of 

that identity become disseminated and disempowered beyond the control 

of the Maori. 

Thus if we consider the paradigmatic scene relocated to New 

Zealand then the chain of events runs as follows; from the vantage point of 

a hill the New Zealand Crusoe witnesses the baskets of cooked flesh which 

are reminiscent to the baskets Cook saw. Then he sees the Maori savages 

perform the 'barbarous Gestures and Postures' of the Maori war dance, 

involving slapping of the legs, letting the eyes bulge, and sticking out the 

tongue, to name a few 'gestures' which this Crusoe finds terrifying and 

impossible to understand. This New Zealand Crusoe will also be 

confronted with a performance including both men and women, although 
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no doubt he will still be unable to distinguish gender, despite the fact that 

these performers will be naked. 

At first glimpse, the haka seems an appropriate choice to 

particularise the performance form of the dance of the savages to suit a 

New Zealand context. Early accounts of witnessing haka by European 

colonialists match the horrified and bewildered tone of Crusoe's 

description of seeing the savages.23 An indicative account of a war dance 

describes it as 

a variety of violent motions and hideous 
contortions of the limbs, there is something in them [the 
performers] so uncommonly savage and terrible, their 
eyes appear to be starting from their head, their tongue 
hanging down to their chin, and the motion of their body 
entirely corresponding with these in a manner not to be 
described.24 

Other reports mention "dreadful noises", "hideous faces", a 

physical presence which "fills the mind with horror", and a terror in seeing 

the performers work themselves "up to a kind of phrensy (sic)."25 

The general similarity of the reception of the dance by colonialists 

and a perceived 'savagery' and indescribability of the 'gestures and 

postures' of the dance only serves as a superficial conflation. By 

concentrating on this similarity what is overlooked is the 

decontextualisation of the haka through being associated with 

cannibalism. Although there may have been specific rituals for 

cannibalism, the many different dances which belong under the auspices 

of haka do not pertain to being used for such a ritual. Haka is a generic 

term for all Maori dance, and although historical documents are notable 

23 Elsdon Best, Games and Pastimes of the Maori, (Wellington: A. R. Shearer, Government 
Printer, 1976) (first published 1925), 86-88. 

24 Best, 86. 
25 Best, 87. 
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for their omissions as much as their descriptions, the outlines of various 

hakas do not make reference to or implicate itself as a cannibalistic ritual. 

The fact that haka implies many types of dance is also 

problematic. The problem is not solely due to the fact that there is too 

wide a variety of choice for dancing a haka, but that the common 

conception of the haka differs to the reality of what haka entails. If the 

haka is part of the nation's consciousness due to its performance by the All 

Blacks, then accompanying that observation is that the 'authentic' haka on 

which the All Blacks base theirs on is a singular specific dance which is a 

war dance, with the same lyrics and same set of movements. 'Ka Mate' 

was a haka employed by Te Rauparaha, a ngeri (a short haka with no set 

movements) which was specific to a particular tribe at a particular time. 

This haka has become mythologised and has created the perception 

amongst New Zealanders not active in the Maori performing arts that this 

haka is the one and only haka. To consider performing a haka a pakeha 

theatre group has to then take on board the ramifications of performing 

either the haka of New Zealand ideology (the 'Ka Mate' haka) or a 'real' 

haka from written description (a war dance such as the peruperu).26 To 

perform the stereotypical haka entails perpetuating a debasement of Maori 

ritual form which ignores Maori tradition. On the other hand, to perform a 

'real' haka also runs the risk of debasing Maori tradition by being 

perceived as an act of appropriation. 

Regardless of this double bind I wish to persist in imagining the 

procedures for performing the haka to see what concrete problems occur. 

If the performance group goes with the philosophy that performing 

stereotypes can be a means to interrogate those stereotypes through their 

placement in a context outside of its usual realm, then that can be 

sufficient means to justify performing the stereotypical haka. A scene in 

26 All information on the haka from Timoti Karetu, Haka! The dance of a noble people, 
(Auckland: Reed Books, 1993). 
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which Crusoe is faced with a group of Maori savages performing the All 

Blacks version of the 'Ka Mate' haka may reveal the improbability of this as 

a historical moment and show the reality of this haka as a stereotype. The 

same argument is somewhat applicable to a performance of a 'real' haka. 

By presenting a haka which is not the normally perceived version of the 

haka this may provide a contrast to the nation's imagination of the haka 

and once again make conscious the stereotypical nature of the All Black

type haka. By justifying the reasons for performing both the stereotype 

and the 'real' lets examine what may occur in looking into how these 

dances can be performed. 

The first thing that the group would do in approaching the haka 

would be to research to find information conducive to performance. 

Perhaps video footage of performances of hakas could be utilised, ranging 

from the infamous All Black haka to performances from haka 

competitions. If we concentrated solely on reproducing the 'Ka Mate' haka 

based on the All Blacks version, in order to play with the depiction of a 

bastardisation of Maori ritual form, what we would soon learn is that the 

performance is potentially hampered by missing certain features which 

exemplify the cultural specificity of the haka. For instance, the facial 

distortions which so horrified the colonialists of the nineteenth century are 

omitted in the bowdlerised haka. Such features which purport to 

'savagery' would be crucial to a consideration of representing a similar 

savagery in performance. Thus we would then look through written 

information on the dance to see what that may reveal. There we would 

learn that the dilating of the eyes (pukana) and the protruding of the 

tongue (whetero) are means to accentuate the text by expressing what the 

words alone cannot, and that whetero was performed only by men, for it 

is a symbol of his penis and therefore a display of his manhood.27 

27 Karetu, 29-31. 
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Although information can be seen to be gleaned already from a 

perfunctory glance at some texts, the gathering of material in such a way 

questions the ability for exactitude. There is no way we can appreciate the 

fullness of the dance through emulating ideas from the text or copying 

moves from a video. We cannot present a representation of the dance, but 

can present an interpretation of the dance. This brings us back to the 

trouble of debasement and appropriation. By presenting a haka which 

attempted to be as consistent and committed to the traditional form, the 

group may be able to get away with appeasing potential critiques by at 

least having a perceivable sense of integrity. However, such a haka would 

probably require regular and intensive tuition from a tutor in haka, and if 

the groups resources do not stretch as far as hiring a tutor and if the 

probability of a Maori tutor being prepared to teach pakeha students is 

low then the possibility of presenting this attempt at a traditional haka 

seems highly unlikely. Thus we are left to piece together what we can 

from the information that we read and see, creating a haka which is not a 

haka. 

It is also important to note here a crucial aspect of haka which 

could well be difficult to handle. The use of language in haka is an utterly 

integral part of the performance, a means to articulate what one thinks 

and to reflect upon "the cares, concerns, and issues of the time."28 

Language or the use of voice was one of the many things omitted in 

Crusoe' description. In performance it is a very tricky issue; if none of us 

can speak any rudimentary Maori then should we broach the 

consideration of speaking it in performance? As usual, the alternative to 

not speaking Maori also has cultural-political ramifications, for it 

comprehensible that the silence of the performed Maori pertains to the 

colonisers domination and silencing of the Maori culture. If a pakeha 

28 Karetu, 49. 

60 



performance of Maori as silent could be perceived as pakeha controlling 

the voice of the Maori. 

A performance of the haka by a pakeha group is fraught with the 

difficulty of presenting un-Maori bodies (aside from the one performer 

who is part Maori) in the context of a Maori performative form. In 

performance the whiteness of our bodies would give away the fact that 

what we are performing does not belong to us. The yin-yang relationship 

between pakeha and Maori, and the fact that the haka is very much a 

national emblem as much as a Maori performative practice does not 

prevent the discrepancy between the performance form and our white 

bodies. In Timoti Karetu's book on haka there are many photographs 

distributed through the text of hakas performed in competitions at the 

Maori Festival of the Arts. In glancing at these photos cursorily one cannot 

help stopping at a photo in which a pakeha is performing a haka alongside 

the Maori performers. It may be that this performer is part Maori and 

therefore is legitimate in being a part of a haka, but the lightness of his 

skin makes him perceivable as a pakeha, especially in contrast to the 

'authentic' skin tone of the other Maori performers. In seeing this photo of 

a perceivably pakeha performer amongst Maori performers what runs 

through my mind is how out of place he looks. His presence seems almost 

ridiculous, and although he may be performing the same actions as the 

Maori performers he looks different in performing these actions in 

contrast to the 'authenticity' of the Maori performers. 

As I have mentioned before one of the performers involved in the 

1996 production and the workshopping since then is part Maori. By 

having Maori blood is she to be perceived as being more authentic than 

the rest of us in performing anything belonging to Maori tradition, and 

does she have more right to perform Maori-ness than the rest of us? In the 

1996 production she performed the dreamed Other running to Crusoe, a 
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proto-Friday dreamed by Crusoe. Although this could be perceived as a 

means to provide authentification to the representation of the Self/Other 

dichotomy, which also provides an interesting added layer of 

male/female to this dichotomy, it is equally possible to question this 

performance as pigeonholing her identity. In other words, is her presence 

in an otherwise pakeha cast going to always entail her placement as the 

prime example of Otherness? Also, being someone who is not obviously 

Maori entails that such Otherness/Maori-ness may not perceptible to an 

audience at all, thereby effacing the cultural connotations of Self/Other 

realised in a scene such as that of the 1996 production. 

To perform the haka 'straight', which means to perform it as it is 

intended to be performed, as if we were Maori, does not efface the fact 

that we are pakeha. Our whiteness gets in the way of pretending to be 

Maori. If pakeha-ness cannot be ignored in performing the haka, then my 

suggestion would be not to hide the whiteness by playing the haka 

'straight', but explore the ways in which the obviousness of the 

discrepancy between Maori form and pakeha performers can be 

constructively utilised for performance. This could entail making visible 

the situation of pakeha performing Maori ritual by performing the haka 

purposely bad, presenting a theatricalised ineptitude, rather than an actual 

inability, in order to clarify that a perfect copy of this form cannot be 

evinced by pakeha. Another possibility is to perform the haka 

mechanically, eliminating the passion of the 'true' performance of haka in 

order to suggest that this passion is culturally different and unreformable 

bypakeha. 

Ultimately there is a sense that it is impossible for pakeha to 

perform Maori-ness without incurring the wrath of the Maori community. 

According to Maori theatre practitioner Roma Potiki the concept of 

bicultural theatre in New Zealand cannot be instigated successfully by 
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pakeha. Potiki discusses her involvement in pakeha director Paul 

Maunder's now defunct theatre group Theatre of the Eighth Day, and 

states that it did not create bicultural theatre but "pakeha theatre with a 

Maori involvement."29 She argues that Maunder's desire to have Maori 

involvement and his "genuine attempt" at biculturalism in performance 

does not efface the fact that Maunder and other pakeha were ultimately in 

control. "He [Maunder] tried towards a bicultural form but I still think that 

he had an intellectualised pakeha form that used Maori motifs, ritual 

concepts, politics. But it still wasn't a Maori form. You see, to me to find a 

Maori form, a Maori has to find it."30 It seems that any utilisation of Maori 

culture for theatrical purposes by the pakeha is perceived as a show of the 

power and control which pakeha have over the Maori. Potiki echoes the 

earlier comments of Mita, stating that Maori culture should only be 

approached by Maori people. The difficulty this puts on the work on 

Robinson Crusoe is that it is the inextricability of the relationship between 

Self and Other which plays an important part in the thematic conception. 

The chance to examine this relationship with an especial focus on 

exploring one's constructed role as a coloniser is problematised by the 

politics of cultural appropriation. 

I would like to pursue a different tack, and look at the possibilities 

of performing Otherness utilising intercultural performance theory. The 

reason for this inquiry is to see if an intercultural method could be 

translated into a New Zealand context and provide useful information on 

how to perform Maori-ness. The intercultural theory and practice I wish to 

focus on is that of Eugenio Barba's work with theatre anthropology, for it 

is often argued that "Barba is unquestionably the artist who has reflected 

29 Roma Potiki quoted in an interview with Christopher Balme, printed in Patrice Pavis, 
The Intercultural Performance Reader, (New York and London: Routledge, 1996), 175. 

30 Ibid. 
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more extensively than any other on an intercultural approach to the 

actor."31 Unlike the dominant strain of interculturalism in theatre, which 

concentrates on the mixing of cultures for theatrical effect, Barba's 

intercultural research is an inquiry into the codified performance forms of 

many cultures to see what recurrent principles there are in the bodies of 

these cultural performers, in order to reveal pre-cultural habits which can 

be of technical use to all performers. Although this pre-cultural nature to 

Barba's work in theatre anthropology has meant that he is often placed by 

critics as part of the plethora of Western interculturalists whose work is 

"designed to enumerate the similarities between all cultures without 

recognising their highly significant differences"32
, I contend that Barba's 

continual and mutual dialogue with practitioners of other cultural forms 

and his intense examination of the actor for pedagogical purposes make 

him the least appropriative of all Western intercultural appropriators. 

The central concept to theatre anthropology is what Barba calls 

pre-expressivity. The pre-expressive, according to Barba is "[t]he level [of 

performance] which deals with how to render the actor's energy scenically 

alive, that is with how the actor can become a presence which immediately 

attracts the spectator's attention."33 Despite the difference in form and 

content between the many codified performance forms, underneath or 

'behind' these forms are various physiological principles which recur 

throughout all of these forms. These recurring principles are what gives 

the performer the 'scenic presence' which attracts the spectators attention 

"before any message is transmitted."34 Barba states that "[t]his is a logical, 

and not a chronological 'before'."35 So, 'before' the expression of the 

31 Pavis, 223. 
32 Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins (eds.), Post-Colonial Drama - theon;, practice, politics, 

(London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 9. 
33 Eugenio Barba and Nicola Savarese, The Secret Art of the Performer; A Dictionary of 

Theatre Anthropologtj, (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), 188. 
34 Eugenio Barba. The Paper Canoe, (London and New York: Routledge, 1995), 9. 
35 Ibid. 

64 



codified form there is the pre-expression of bodily principles which are 

embedded in all codified forms across all cultures. 

The importance in pre-expressivity for Barba is that it a means to 

understand not merely the external technique of a form but a means to 

help the actor achieve an elemental understanding of the fundamental 

biological means to attain presence. Theatre Anthropology, and thus pre

expressivity "does not attempt to blend, accumulate or catalogue the 

performer's techniques. It seeks the elementary; the technique of 

techniques. "36 

A crucial element to Theatre Anthropology which complements 

pre-expressivity is the notion of daily and extra-daily behaviour. Daily 

behaviour is rather self-explanatory, being behaviour which we perform in 

everyday life. Extra-daily behaviour refers to body techniques which are 

not daily, and which belong to various performance forms. It is in extra

daily behaviour where pre-expressivity can be revealed. Barba has added 

a cultural dimension to this distinction by also elaborating on what he 

terms inculturation and acculturation. Inculturation is daily behaviour 

posited from a cultural point of view; thus it is the "process of passive 

sensory-motor absorption of the daily behaviour of a given culture. A 

child's organic adaptation to the conduct and life norms of his culture."37 It 

follows then that acculturation is the performance body techniques which 

are other than ordinary. 

Based on this concept of inculturation/ acculturation it is possible 

to assess the proposal of performing Maori body behaviours as a means to 

experiment with acculturating our pakeha inculturated bodies. 

Acculturation in this sense could be seen as a way of achieving a sense of 

Otherness. 

36 Barba, 10. 
37 Barba and Savarese, 189. 
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However, if Barba's methodology is to be used, then it has to be 

remembered that researching one's pre-expressivity through extra-daily 

techniques does not entail the copying of a performance form. Previous 

discussion on the possibilities of performing the haka by our pakeha 

group reflected upon means to copy, assimilate or interpret that 

performance form. Working with Barba's Theatre Anthropology methods 

does not permit these ways of researching the performance of the Other, 

for what is to be sought through Theatre Anthropology is not an effective 

means of performing the technique of another culture but by 

experimenting with these techniques in order to discover one's own 

technique. Thus, applying Barba's methods to the haka would not result in 

being able to successfully replicate the haka, but to develop new 

performative behaviour from discovering the pre-expressive principles of 

one's own body through the body being put through extra-daily activity 

which it normally does not do. This presents two problems in using 

Barba's work to perform the Other in New Zealand. The first is that this 

methodology is pertinent predominantly to performance training and 

research, and does not entail reproducing other cultural forms in any 

shape, neither replicated nor adapted, for performance. The actors of 

Barba's theatre company Odin Teatret never perform recognisable 

segments of other cultural forms, but perform the pre-expressive 

knowledge they learned from exploring the ideas of these forms in their 

own training. If what we wish to do is present a performance the Other 

then exploring the pre-expressivity of the haka is not conducive to a 

theatricalisation of this form. 

This leads into the second problem. If the haka is presented in 

performance as knowledge of the new behaviour of one's performative 

technique then this brings up the argument of whether the Other would be 

performed. If the haka is not perceivable as the haka, or anything 
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resembling Maori-ness, then this may well efface the concretion of the 

Self/ Other delineation which is necessary in successfully and actively 

examining the coloniality of New Zealand. 

I will examine this point from another angle. Let's imagine 

adapting Barba's concepts to meet our purposes in wishing to present a 

theatricalisation of the dance of the Maori Other. Thus the pre-expressive 

research in the rehearsal space, which would involve not just repeating the 

movements of the haka but understanding the principles of these 

movements, would be a conscious exploration towards presenting haka

based material for performance. Understanding the pre-expressive 

principles of the haka entails being aware of such things as alteration of 

balance due to standing with legs a shoulder width apart and bent slightly 

at the knees with the back held straight, or that the bulging of eyes is a 

principle of opposition, contrasting the 'softness' of normal eyes with the 

'harshness' of bulging eyes. Let's also ignore for a moment the fact that the 

haka is not a codified form in the same sense as the Oriental forms which 

Barba examines, such as kathakali, noh, or Balinese dance. 

In this rehearsal space the exploration of the principles 'behind' 

the form may offer the scope to be able to experiment with the haka and 

create something new which is based on the haka but not quite the haka. 

Perhaps the stance is altered slightly to accommodate the possibility of 

perambulation, or the eye movement is employed to new means. The 

perception of this altered haka, when it is shown in a performance, may 

reveal that the haka is no longer a performance form pertaining to the 

Other, but is instead a creation which displays the colonising tendencies of 

the Self, appropriating and disfiguring a traditional performance form for 

it's own purposes. Once again the endeavour of performing the Other is 

met with the problematics of appropriation and of dominating the Maori 

through silencing or distorting their culture. 
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It would appear that the question of performing the Other in New 

Zealand is not something which an intercultural practice such as Theatre 

Anthropology can adequately answer. The problem appears to be one of 

incommensurability between issues of interculturalism and issues of 

postcolonialism. On one level its useful to look at intercultural theatre 

theory in order to see what can be practically achieved in approaching 

cultural issues for performance. However, what is revealed in this 

particular situation, and what is perhaps a perpetual problem with 

interculturalism in theatre, is that interculturalism cannot take a 

postcolonial issue into account. Interculturalist theatre practitioners utilise 

other cultures or mingle various cultures as an experiment in totalisation 

('all cultures are fundamentally the same') rather than investigating the 

areas of conflict or difference. Interculturalism in New Zealand means 

something different to how people such as Barba, Peter Brook, or Richard 

Schechner see it. When it comes to a postcolonial issue of the relationship 

between two cultures living in the same country and the suggestion of one 

culture performing the Other, the universalising tendencies of 

intercultural theatre theory prove to be ineffectual. 
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CONCLUSION 

Despite surmising various possibilities and realising the many 

problems which counter these possibilities, the question still remains; how 

do we perform the Other? From a political point of view it seems that 

whatever we do will perceived as unsound. If we perform the Other as 

Maori, then we are seen as being appropriative, and if we perform 

savagery in general without alluding particularly to the Maori then we can 

be seen as being derogatory to all Others, which by proxy means being 

derogatory to the Maori. If a group of pakeha cannot perform the Other 

because of the political and cultural ramifications of that performance, 

then how can that group perform a text such as Robinson Crusoe? 

The impossibility of performing the other suggests the physical 

stereotype that white people cannot dance and that it is the cultural Other 

which has the innate ability to move rhythmically. If we are to mimic the 

rhythmic abilities of the Other, then how are we supposed to surmount 

the task of being 'white and unrhythmic'? Perhaps the way to tackle this 

problem is not to attempt being rhythmic but to go in the opposite 

direction and exaggerate our lack of rhythm. In other words, finding and 

showing a rhythm and a dance out of being arrhythmic and not dancing 

any perceivable type of darice. Nevertheless, by showing our inability to 

dance this suggests a dance which is less to do with the performance of the 

Other and more to do with the performance of the Self. 

The separationist point of view, which is often argued for in 

colonial critiques as a decolonising strategy - the 'we play our culture 

and you stick to your own and never the twain shall meet' perspective 

which Merata Mita upholds - entails that pakeha can only perform 

productions from Western tradition and only with a fully Caucasian 

content. However, if this cultural separationism is taken to a logical 
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extreme, then pakeha would also be unable to perform texts belonging to 

Europe, USA, or any other Western country, for they come from different 

cultures than our own. Thus all we can perform are pakeha New Zealand 

texts, which is a incredibly limited reserve, and to be so restricted is an 

intensely unsatisfying proposition. 

I don't like being told that I won't be able to 
understand anything about others, nor others about me. I 
dislike in tensely this way of making differences 
irreducible. Am I to understand nothing about women 
because I'm a man, or · about Africans because I'm a 
European? This makes me mad, in the true sense of the 
word. 1 

This quote from translator Antoine Vitez resonates with the 

proposition of our pakeha group performing the Other. The biculturalism 

of this nation is not segregationist, but it still suggests a distinction 

between two cultures, the Maori and the pakeha, and the conflict between 

these two cultures. Although it is important to recognise the difference 

between cultures, it is also important not t6 'make differences irreducible', 

or to let those differences entail a discreetness between cultures to the 

extreme of rigidity. Although Maori and pakeha cultures are distinct, the 

co-residency of these cultures in New Zealand demands attention to the 

interrelationship between these cultures, of seeing how one relies on the 

other for its definition. 

Pavis says of Vitez that his art of translation was based on the 

strength of making it the object of a tragic dilemma; "it is impossible to 

translate, but intolerable not to translate."2 As a means to counter the 

apparent impossibility of our pakeha group performing the Other, I 

believe this idea should be applicable to our situation, and perhaps to any 

1 Antoine Vitez quoted in Pavis, 121. 
2 Pavis, 121. 
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such similar situation. It may be an impossibility for the performance of 

the Other in a project based on Robinson crusoe and carried out by a pakeha 

group to take place without political incrimination's being levelled against 

the group. Nevertheless, if this performance is to be avoided or ignored 

because of the difficulties in performing it, then the questions which it 

raises in terms of cultural conflict and identity would remain hidden. 

In other words, it would be intolerable not to attempt to perform a 

New Zealand Other, because it is better to raise issues surrounding 

pakeha performing Maori through actively interrogating the problem than 

to avoid the problem and leave those issues to mere postulation. 
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