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Nationalism, lipstick and kitchen knives: 

Mapping Persona and Power in the Life and Death of a Poet. 

On July 27, 2003, Reetika Vazirani (born in 1962) was found dead in the home she was house-sitting.  She was lying neatly on the floor of the dining room with her 2 yr. old son Jehan Vazirani Komunyakaa  also lying neatly next to her.  Both their wrists had been slit.  Kitchen knives were found near them. Reetika Vazirani was a top-ranking poet (White Elephants, 1966 and World Hotel, 2002) and her son was a product of her relationship with the Pulitzer-Prize-winning poet Yusef Komunyakaa.                           .  

In this paper, I propose to analyze different sets of material in order to examine the disparate images of Vazirani.  In so doing, the paper seeks to map the rugged terrain within which a gifted Indian-American woman sought to forge her own identity, and to document the important role of society in this process. I focus on the one hand on her “self-portraits” in her published poetry, and the prose narrative and photograph of her personal web site and, on the other, on the portrait that others (including the Washington Post and other mainstream media, as well as other poets and intellectuals, posting on the internet) painted of her at the time of her death. These portraits constitute a privileged site for exploring the complex, often vexed, and at times violent, ways that identity is constructed by and for the dislocated transnational gendered subjects who struggle to make their homes in the United States of the 21st century.  At the same time, this exploration contributes to the sociological literature on the representation of “violent women” in the United States, and on the issues of power and resistance that they raise.

Vazirani’s poetry illuminates the ways in which different anxieties are experienced and negotiated at the site of the liminal, truly “nomadic” gendered subject (Braidotti, 1994). The poetry is characterized by religious themes, themes of racial alienation, and historical narratives of nationalism while a thematic relating to sexuality and gender seems to run through all of them.  Vazirani’s poetry operated as an incisive instrument in the difficult project of crafting a liveable identity both for the poet herself, who left India and settled with her family in the United States when she was 6years old, and for her readers. While her death might mark the ultimate failure of that effort at one level, I suggest that the particular way she died, her apparent “staging” of the event, as well as “our” representations of it, in fact continue the project.  

In this paper, a kaleidoscopic analysis of the disparate portraits of Vazirani juxtaposes different aspects of the representation of identity and establishes what is at stake.  The paper shall argue that the process of constructing gendered identity in the U.S. of the 21st century is fraught with danger for racial and other others.  In the interest of furthering both social science and public policy alike we need to learn to listen more carefully to the often quite and very subtle words of the marginalized subject who writes.

Typically, women who kill or endanger their children are demonized in the U.S. mainstream media (see Halkias, 1999, Tsing 1990).  The Vazirani case is unique both for the high level of literacy of the perpetrator and for the simultaneous relative lack of demonization characterizing the coverage of her and her son’s death. One of the central questions addressed in this paper is why.  That is, what about Vazirani’s perceived identity, and what about the particular staging of her death, contribute to the remarkable lack of demonization characterizing the subsequent media coverage. Identifying this, I suggest, might provide a key for understanding what is at stake in social representations of violence more generally. 

The paper I propose to write for the symposium on “’Picturing’ Women” at Bryn Mawr College, in March 2004,  permits a clear view of the politics of the representation of the gendered subject at a unique site: Vazirani was both very privileged (she was a Wellesley alumna, in addition to having received numerous prizes for her poetry) and severely marginalized (as an Indian single mother who was involved with a prominent Pulitzer-prize winning Indian poet, her poetry reveals a deep sense of dislocation and alienation within U.S. society).  The paper thus takes Vazirani’s death and the apparent murder of her son as a point of entry for an exploration of how identity and social alienation are portrayed, and refracted, at the site of the gifted gendered subject who resides in the United States of the 21st century. 

 “It’s me.  I’m not home.” declares Vazirani in one of her poems.  The proposed paper shall map the disparate reflections of Vazirani in the hall of mirrors she inhabited and continues to inhabit.  Like a modern-day Ariadne offering Theseus the thread to find his way out of the labyrinth, Vazirani left behind her a life, a body of work, and a death, which might yield a vital thread, an orientation device, for us to track the intimate, at times subtle, and often violent, process of the formation and deformation of women’s identity in the contemporary United States.  

