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Complex Bodies:
Questioning Gender, Religion & Sexuality.


Using the work of one of the theorists discussed in class, examine a single cultural phenomenon using their analytical tools.


                              
             How is an ‘Absence’ of Gender Performed? An Analysis of ‘Jim’.

Introduction: 

Despite the growing cultural acceptance of non-binary gender identities, on-screen portrayals of non-binary individuals remain ‘’rare’’ in media (Yang, 2021) greatly limiting the representation of those who do not conform to the male-female binary. Instead, those outside of these typical gender norms are often treated as an unspoken ‘’other’’, regardless of their validity. If, as asserted by Butler, gender is performative (Butler, 2011) how can the explicit absence (or multiplicity) of gender be performed? Furthermore, how can this be portrayed on screen? Such questions are key to ensuring that positive and accurate representation of non-binary identities is achieved. 

‘Our Flag Means Death’ I: 

HBO’s 2022 television series ‘Our Flag Means Death’ follows the comedic and colourful adventures of a predominantly Queer pirate crew, during the ‘Golden Age of Piracy’. The show features modern interpretations of historical figures such as Stede Bonnett: The ‘Gentleman Pirate’ (played by Rhys Darby), and the infamous ‘Blackbeard’ (played by Taika Waititi) who are at the heart of the show’s narrative. The show has been praised for its representation of LGBT characters, including a non-binary pirate named ‘’Jim Jimenez’’, played by non-binary/genderfluid actor Vico Ortiz. Ortiz has stated that they were proud to have been part of the show which they found refreshing in its approach to representation (Ortiz & Hale, 2022). 

Introducing Jim Jimenez: 

The shows’ first episode introduces Jim as a supposed ‘mute’, who is a silent and subtle member of the pirate crew, with little attention drawn to them. Jim is dressed in a loose tan overcoat, and a large hat that is often used in combination with the chosen camera angles to obscure their face, though they have a notably large nose and an unkept, dark beard. It is at the end of the first episode of the show that the audience sees Jim in their private room below deck, having removed a wax nose and false beard, revealing that they are seemingly a woman disguised as a man. This initial set-up likely leads audiences to assume that the mysterious Jim, as a ‘’woman’’, is a subversion of the classic ‘Femme Fatale’ archetype however it is established soon after, that Jim does not identify as a woman at all, nor do they identify as a man.

The show’s narrative establishes two reasons for Jim’s initial, ‘male’ disguise: the first being that they are a wanted criminal in hiding, and the second being that they have taken their place amongst an otherwise all-male pirate crew. Whilst we know historically that there were many fearsome female pirates such as Anne Bonny, or Cheng I Sao (Boissoneault, 2017) it is also believed that many male sailors and pirates alike held the superstition that women were ‘’bad luck’’ aboard a vessel. Despite this however, the discovery of Jim’s ‘true identity’ (first assumed female by the crew) is not met with hostility or fetishization, but with curiosity and questions as to how Jim should be  referred to from that point onwards. Jim reflects that the crew have always referred to them as ‘Jim’, and that this is not something that has to change with the shedding of the bearded disguise. The crew find this agreeable, and moving forward, refer to Jim with ‘’they/them’’ pronouns as opposed to ‘’he’’ or ‘’she’’, with a clear understanding that just as Jim is not a man, they are also not a woman. This interaction is perhaps reminiscent of the kinds of conversations that should arise when a friend or family member ‘comes out’ as non-binary: with clear communication around preferred terminology, identity and how best to respect an individual through language and beyond. This process of both the crew and audiences’ simultaneous understanding of Jim’s gender is the most obvious example of how the shows’ writers support the non-binary identity, as the crew and audience are not encouraged to dismiss Jim’s non-binary status, in a world that is so often quick to assert that one must be either wholly ‘male’ or ‘female’. As Butler notes, gender as a binary has long been treated as a rigid fact, ‘’assumed either to be a natural manifestation of sex or a cultural constant that no human agency could hope to revise’’ (Butler, 1990, p24) however, we are invited to understand Jim rather than dismiss them. It should be noted here that Jim’s gender identity within the show most closely aligns with Agender, and that this is just one of many gender-identities that the umbrella term Non-Binary encompasses. Though the term non-binary can also denote a multiplicity of gender, it is a lack of gender that Jim presents, as in their case they are, as stated, neither male nor female rather than both, or fluctuating. 

As asserted by Butler, we traditionally understand ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ as expressive attributes of ‘male’ and ‘female’(Butler, 1990, p56) so if one is neither male, nor female, how is their gender expressed? It is important to once again note that as much as men do not owe anyone masculinity, nor women their femininity, non-binary individuals do not owe anyone androgyny. Having said this, Jim as a character could be described as somewhat androgynous with traditionally masculine traits. Jim’s wardrobe remains the same once the disguise is forfeit, garbed in the long, loose tan overcoat that hides much of their body and mirrors their mysterious personality. They do not swap this layered outfit for anything tighter fitting, or more traditionally ‘feminine’ in shape or colour. Jim speaks with a low raspy voice that could be considered almost ambiguous. They are impulsive and quick to temper and action, and a tendency towards violence or aggression is classically depicted as a male trait in much media. How an individual physically presents is undoubtedly a large part of gender expression, with Butler asserting that ‘’what we take to be an internal essence of gender is manufactured through a sustained set of acts, posited through the gendered stylization of the body’’ (Butler, 1990, p21). But beyond Jim’s appearance, how does the show present and treat them?

Romance: 

Jim is one of the only pirates aboard the ship to have a private room below deck, which they share with the only other character to know of their identity from the beginning of the show: the compassionate Oluwande. It is apparent before Jim leaves their disguise behind that Oluwande has strong feelings for Jim, always close by and speaking on Jim’s behalf at times when the crew initially believe Jim to be mute. Oluwande is protective of Jim who is prone to making rash decisions, despite the writers making it clear that Jim is far more equipped to deal with physical conflict. Oluwande becomes bashful when clumsily offering to ‘keep watch’ for Jim whilst they bathe in secret, having to clarify that he does not mean that he would be ‘watching Jim’. The two share this awkward exchange, mutually agreeing to go separate ways for the duration of the activity. In later episodes when Jim leaves the ship to pursue their own personal goals elsewhere, Oluwande offers up the once-shared room to other members of the crew as he cannot bare to be in the room alone, expressing that he misses Jim greatly. The two are eventually reunited and share a kiss before it is implied that they have progressed to an intimate relationship. 

In fitting with the shows Queer backdrop, the relationship between the two is entirely normalised and despite Jim’s gender identity and often masculine presentation, is never treated as particularly unique or notable, simply as another relationship. Queer relationships within the show are not treated as punchlines or played for melodrama, much like Jim’s gender identity: it happens to be one facet of the character, though it is not the characters defining feature. This is an important part of positive representation in terms of both LGBT gender identities and sexualities, as media is largely still heteronormative, and too often presents identity outside of this ‘norm’ as comedy or tragedy. Jim and Oluwande share a relationship that is just that: a relationship. Whilst it may happen to be a Queer relationship, the normalisation of this relationship is humanising and offers a realistic picture. Similarly, the way in which Oluwande and Jim interact does not lead to questions as to which member of them assumes the ‘’leading role’’ as is often seen in heteronormative portrayals of couples, where men are often assumed to be ‘’in charge’’ and therefore homosexual couples and gender non-conforming couples are asked to express which member is ‘’the man’’. Butler asserts that ‘’heterosexual normativity ought not to order gender, and that such ordering ought to be opposed’’ (Butler, 1990, p20) and the show certainly does this. Oluwande as a biological male is not the default dominant member of the relationship, nor is Jim a subservient counterpart: they are equals who share a romantic connection, with the question of gender becoming irrelevant in such a space. 



Identity Acceptance: 

One of the show’s episodes sees the crew travel to Jim’s home of St Augustine, where the the audience is introduced to Jim’s grandmother, a nun who we learn had a part in training Jim as an assassin. When Jim’s grandmother first sees them, she addresses Jim as ‘’Bonifacia’’: Jim’s given birth name, however Jim curtly states that they ‘’go by Jim these days’’ and their grandmother is happy to comply, inviting Jim, by their chosen name (and Oluwande in tow) inside for conversation and cake. Whilst the grandmother character does refer to Jim in past-tense, (as a child) as Bonifacia once more, she also continues to refer to them as Jim with they/them pronouns. At no point does the grandmother react with anything other than acceptance, and whilst this may not always reflect real-life conversations of this nature, it is certainly what the show calls for as the writers repeatedly make a point of drawing attention to who the characters are personally and not just what the characters are as Queer individuals. Once again, the interaction is not played for comedy or tragedy, instead it simply updates how the grandmother interacts with Jim as a person and adapts their language to best fit Jim’s gender identity. 

Beyond this relationship, Jim also shares a rivalry with a woman named ‘Spanish Jackie’ who despite having placed a bounty on Jim’s life, still respects Jim’s identity and pronouns in some tense, close combat interactions. 

‘Our Flag Means Death’ II

Having hopefully answered the question ‘’Who is Jim?’’ we should ask the question: Why is Jim important? Why is the show being celebrated and praised for its portrayal when the ways it presents Jim are seemingly so simple? Exactly. The ways in which ‘Our Flag Means Death’ uniquely portray and treat Jim as a character are simple, and yet they are still unique, as non-binary characters continue to be a true rarity in media. Jim is ‘’one of the first non-binary characters in a mainstream period piece that Western media has seen to date’’ (Hart, 2022). The show is dedicated to Jim’s non-binary identity, which was to actor Vico Ortiz’s surprise and relief, as they had initially feared that once Jim had come out of their disguise, the show would simply write them as a woman rather than committing to any identity outside of the binary ‘norm’ (Ortiz & Hale, 2022).
Perhaps most importantly, the show is humanising. As mentioned, Queer characters within the show, and their relationships and identities are entirely normalised at a time where much media still treats Queer characters as inherently tragic or use them as a comedic punchline. Ortiz stated that writers so often ‘’just want to talk about how difficult it is to be queer. And that is not saying that that’s not true, but it’s not the only aspect of our lives…’’ (Ortiz & Hale, 2022). Jim as a character has many struggles narratively: such as the grief of having lost their family and their desire to avenge them. However, their gender identity is not treated as a struggle or obstacle, it is simply a fact of their being. 


Conclusions:

Exploring gender identity is no small task, as analysing any intangible element of personal identity is complicated. Our ever-evolving understanding of gender also makes the topic one both important and difficult to discuss as our ideas around ‘who we are’ and ‘who we can be’ are clearly always growing and changing. The show ‘Our Flag Means Death’ however, is proof that despite just how complicated these issues can be when pulled apart and evaluated, it is not difficult to present non-binary characters on screen in a way that celebrates their humanity and their normality: normality that is often denied those who do not conform to the gender binary. When someone is neither male nor female, we should present them as just that. Discussions (not excluding those found here) around one’s ‘male’ or ‘female’ traits become redundant when considering that someone is firmly neither, instead we should hope to avoid such categorisations where we can and strive towards writing characters who are people first and foremost. Afterall, presenting an ‘’absence of gender’’ does not equate presenting an absence of humanity, as the show captures: we do not need to perform to gender expectations to be unique, and wholly interesting characters in our own rights. 





Glossary:

Agender: An ‘Agender’ individual is someone who may feel ‘genderless’, feeling no affinity with any particular gender. 

Cisgender: A ‘Cisgender’ individual is someone whose gender identity corresponds with that of their birth sex. 

Genderfluid: An individual whose gender identity may fluctuate or change over time.

Non-Binary: An umbrella term that can describe any individual whose gender identity does not conform to the gender binary. For example, an Agender individual, a Genderfluid Individual etc. 

Transgender: A ‘Transgender’ individual is someone whose gender identity does not correspond with their assigned birth sex. 
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