
Ei Arakawa asks Malik Gaines and learns about W.E.B. Du Bois, the 
American civil rights activist, and the first African American Ph.D recipient 
from Harvard University in 1895.  
 
Below is a proposal for the future exhibition that Malik is preparing for 
2011 Philadelphia. This interview is a preview of what might come in the 
future. 
 
“Quadruple-Consciousness is a hyperbolic term drawing on W.E.B. Du Bois’ 
famous formulation of double-consciousness, and multiplying it through 
performances of complex subjectivity.  This alienated situation, defined by 
the African-American experience of modernity, is a vanguard of a broader 
post-modern experience.  Artists who play in and among provisional 
subject positions can marshal the possibilities of quadruple-consciousness, 
imagining ways of being that exceed and transgress the false unities of 
contemporary life.  Through fictitious portraits, play-acting, and 
representations of alternate histories, these artists propose a provisional 
freedom within the uncertainty of irreconcilable identities.” 
 
MG (Malik Gaines): Wow that’s deep. 
 
EA (Ei Arakawa): When did you come up with the idea of “Quadruple-
Consciousness”? Was this because Du Bois did some field research in 
Philadelphia? (The Philadelphia Negro in 1899) 
 
MG: I didn’t know about his connection to Philadelphia, but he’s basically a 
founder of modern social sciences, he was born in the 19th century.  He 
studied and taught in major universities in the USA in the early 20th 
century, worked in Black communities in south, and had a broad set of 
experiences. He believed social science could prove that racist systems 
are illogical and unfair. He believed this for a long time. He made studies 
of Black American life in an effort to change the discourse.  He developed 
an apparatus of knowledge about and on behalf of Black Americans. He 
thought this would make a big difference. Maybe it did, but he seemed 
unsatisfied at the end of his life. 
 
EA: I’d like to know about Black Reconstruction (1935) about how Black 
people took major roles in American Civil Rights and Reconstruction era. 
Anyway, you know about him for a long time? Coming from Japan, I am 
embarrassed I didn’t know his name.  
 
MG: He is a well-known figure in the United States. We have a state-
authorized Black history month in February, and you learn about historical 
Black people in extra lessons at school. Du Bois epitomizes the kind of 
figure celebrated in that context. An early, important, influential, 
intelligent, significant Black figure. Also in that context, it is important 
to recognize someone who does important things for the first time like, for 
instance, going to Harvard, which Du Bois did. Universities are looking at Du 
Bois a lot across the humanities and social sciences these days, probably 
because he was so progressive, and because race is still an influence on 
our lives. 
 
EA: Are you American? Or somehow immigrated? 
 
MG: I am American. My father is African American.  My mother’s mother’s 
family immigrated from Russia. They were Germans living in Russia who 



came to the USA in the early century. My dad’s family comes from South 
Carolina.  
 
EA: Did you read some of Du Bois biography? 
 
MG: I read a lots of his speeches and essays, his novel Dark Princess, The 
Souls of Black Folk and the Gift of Black Folk, odds and ends. I’ve tried 
to pay attention to his later, more Communist stuff. I’m interested in his 
late life when he moved to Africa. He rejected Socialism when he was 
younger, but grew more leftist throughout his life.  By the time he was 
old, he was being honored in China.  The Americans wouldn’t renew his 
American passport because he was thought to be communist. He was in his 
90s. So, Kwame Nkrumah, the president of Ghana, invited him and his wife 
there. They settled in Accra, where they were very active.  There’s a 
center there where their home was.  He was an early innovator in 
liberation organizations that eventually led to African independence 
movement. He was the founder of the important Pan-African conference.  
 
EA: He had a positive view when Japanese army, non-West, won over Russia 
in early 20th century. He also visited Nazi Germany, and had a mixed 
feeling about them (especially being positive about their economy), 
although of course he was disturbed by their treatment of the Jewish 
community. 
 
MG: DuBois was an early scholar to link racism and imperialism and all of 
that together.  But as an educated, middle-class guy, he also buys into a 
lot of European stuff.  Like there’s an elitist concept embedded in his 
earlier philosophy, the idea of a talented 10% of African Americans who 
can lift the race up by fulfilling an excellent example within the 
American system. I think that was a part of how he understood what he 
was doing, his own achievements.  
 
EA: Is this first time your curatorial project relates to “Quadruple-
Consciousness”, that comes from Du Bois’s Double Consciousness? Does My 
Barbarian (the collaborative art group Malik participates) also look into 
the idea of multiple consciousness?  
 
MG: I have ideas about how his ideas relate to some theatrical idea. That’s 
where my show is coming from.  I am actually writing a dissertation in a 
Ph.D. program about Performance. It’s about performances from the 60s in 
different national contexts – Ghana, Germany, and the U.S.  I am looking 
at a certain kind of Black politics that circulates in performances from 
the 60s. Nina Simone, is one example.   She has a famous song called “Four 
Women” where she plays four different women who have describe their 
labor practices, sexuality, the way they look, the color of their skin. The 
performance acknowledges the way these personae conform to 
stereotypes that frame them.  But Four Women has a very theatrical way 
of moving from one subjectivity to the next. I was thinking about Du Bois’ 
idea of Double Consciousness. When he wrote about it, he expressed a 
striving that these two consciousnesses, produced by the alienation of 
being raced, could reconcile into a single consciousness, like the universal, 
un-raced subject described in European philosophy. You would have a 
single consciousness in the way a majority, dominant, normative person 
experiences it. But, I was thinking what if instead of trying to impose unity, 
what if you double that double consciousness, and you are four 



consciousnesses, like Nina Simone’s song Four Women.  What was radical 
about the politics in the 60s was that there were unpredictable moves 
against this normative unified Cartesian idea of a conscious subject citizen. 
Because as the objects of exclusion, like Blacks and so many others have 
been, if you have these multiple situations, multiple consciousnesses, 
different positions you are going to play, then there maybe something 
powerful about that.  Use all four consciousnesses at one time, and you 
have some kind of flexibility, some kind of critical acuity. 
 
EA: Double Consciousness is that you perform in relation to the context 
you are in, right? When you know to act White, and when you know to act 
Black. 
 
MG: I don’t think that is exactly what he’s saying. It has to do the idea … 
if you are a White man in this situation you occupy a neutral power 
position and don’t experience race as an alienating double consciousness, 
you just experience your self. If you experience race, you are treated 
differently and you experience difference all the time. DuBois was 
thinking that one consciousness is a “true” self, and the second 
consciousness is that alienated awareness that one is different because 
of one is raced.  
 
EA: Can you tell me more about Ghana in the 60s? What kind of more 
performances you are talking about in your dissertations? 
 
MG: I was looking at a couple of women who were writers in the 60s. One’s 
name is Efua Sutherland and the other is Ama Ata Aidoo, who is more 
internationally well known.  People study her in post-colonial literature 
classes. It’s interesting from an African American perspective, because I’m 
looking at a literature of race that comes from Du Bois, comes from an 
African American understanding of race. I was interested in the way Ghana 
has been a part of that because it was an international center of Black 
liberation in the early 60s.  They became independent from England in 1957, 
and became the first African former colony to become an independent 
country. They had a charismatic leader, Kwame Nkruma, who has been 
written about a lot, he himself wrote a lot. He had an idea of an African 
Personality, through which you create authentic real African 
consciousness in place of colonized consciousness. It’s kind of a reconciled 
Double Consciousness. His state supported arts movements, cultural 
initiatives, including The National Theater Movement. Efua Sutherland was 
an intellectual who founded a writer’s society, and was very active in 
cultural stuff. She knew Nkrumah, so was sort of in the inner-circle. She 
founded the Ghana Drama Studio and wrote some really interesting plays. 
I’ve looked into some of those in relation to Nkrumah’s ideas. I think what 
I see in that is a kind of, shall we say, Feminist criticality that goes 
along with the liberation ideas of the time, but is slightly critical of the 
authority. At that time, lots of African Americans moved there, famous 
people like Malcolm X visited there, Martin Luther King and Coretta Scott 
King were at the Independence ceremony, the poet Maya Angelou lived 
there. Also Du Bois’s widow lived there for a long time after his death. 
She was involved with the state media.  All sorts of interesting things 
were happening there. There’s one really weird thing. There is a woman, 
what’s her name, Hanna Reitsch? She was the Nazi pilot. She was a 
celebrity pilot in the Nazi period. Later on in the 60s, she moved to Accra, 
became good friends with Nkrumah, the president. They maybe had an affair, 
there’s at least the suggestion of a close relationship. And she started a 



flying school there. It was a strange international center. Americans 
often return there, and now there is a tourism industry oriented around 
historic slavery sites. Castles and museums.  In person, it’s stunning and 
scary in these slave fortresses, the castles, on the coast there. 
Americans go there as a way to trace the history of their ancestors who 
suffered, but there were other people there too when I visited. 
 
EA: So many things I didn’t know … I see Feminism and Post-Colonialism … 
Is there any Queer identity taking place in your studies? 
 
GA: The third chapter is about Fassbinder. A few films from the early 
period, when they were still the antiteater. And the way the actor 
Günter Kaufmann figured in those films. The way his race politicizes 
certain dynamics in the films, but also I am looking at desiring eye of 
Fassbinder. In that case, Queer ideas get collapsed in the ambiguous post-
Marxist melodramatic politics. Everything’s all mixed together. My final 
chapter is in San Francisco with Cockettes and the singer, Sylverster, who 
came from Cockettes.  He later became a disco star. I compare Sylvester’s 
approach with the Hippie-dropout sensibility, which is more about romantic 
transcendence, maybe, versus Sylvester’s performance, which was more 
about citation and adaptation and moving through different kind of 
identities. That is more Quadruple-Consciousness. 
 
(April 19, 2010) 


