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It’s common knowledge that the navel is a round scar in 
the middle of a person’s abdomen produced from the 
severing of the umbilical cord. An equivalent mark exists 
on most other mammals, since the mammalian fetus 
obtains oxygen and nutrients through their abdomen 
from their birthing mother through the blood vessels of 
the umbilical cord. 

Dolphins have navels. 
Platypuses do not.

Today, the navel is a gate surgeons pass through to enter 
the body. Via a small incision, they can now remove whole 
organs. Over the telephone and while eating dinner, 
gynecologists like my dad have directed nervous interns 
to conduct laparoscopic hysterectomies without creating 
a new scar. 

“No, no! That’s the bladder! Move that to the side!” he 
once said, sucking dal from his fingers.

We were sitting around the table. My first sleepover 
friend from my mostly white elementary school sat frozen 
at the table beside me, stunned already by the challenge 
of eating Indian food, let alone eating it with her hands. I 
eventually got up to get her a spoon.1 

The navel might just be a scar. It might be the threshold 
to the spiritual realm—to our ancestors and those not yet 
born. It might be something else.

1. See “What Babas Are For” for a more complete telling of this 
story.

ABDOMEN
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In 2012, a team of ecologists in North Carolina published a 
scientific research paper on their Belly Button Biodiversity 
project study.2 They collected samples from sixty people’s 
navels and found 2,300 different types of bacteria living in 
those human belly buttons. 

The unique combination of a person’s navel bacteria 
varies from person to person.

A person’s belly button was found with a bacterium 
previously discovered only in soil samples from Japan. 
This person had never visited Japan.

Another bacterium found in a sample from one person’s 
navel had previously only been found in the ocean.

One individual who reported not to have showered 
or bathed for several years presented with extremophile 
bacteria—that is, bacteria known to live under extreme 
environmental conditions, such as ice caps and thermal 
vents.3 

What are we to do with this information? I ask because 
there are disgusting things like cheese made from human 
navel bacteria,4 and I’m not sure what to do with that.

Go ahead. 
Look it up. 
Shudder if you need to, as I did. 

 

2. See Hulcr, et al.
3. See Fischer.
4. See Kim and Jones.

BACTERIA
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Maya, who is the middle of our parents’ three daughters, said that 
when she’d play basketball one-on-one with our dad, he would watch 
her navel closely to anticipate her next move, blocking her efforts to 
make a basket.

“It was maddening. It also made me laugh,” she said. 
In this story, our dad was a literal navel-gazer, a term we’ll come to 

(see Navel-Gazer).

CENTER

            The navel 

 is the middle             point of anything—

 the hub               or heart of an 

 organization,      or the middle of 

           a sphere of activity. 
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In conchology, or the study of mollusk shells, the central 
depression formed by the inner whorls of a gastropod 
shell is called a navel.5 

Post-partum depression affects 10 to 20 percent of humans 
who give birth every year.6 To stave off this depression, 
some ingest their own placentas dried and encapsulated, 
or cooked, or raw in smoothies. 

My oldest sister, Joya, birthed seven children and says that 
ingesting encapsulated placenta helped her counteract the 
huge drop in progesterone after birth, which can trigger, 
in its mildest form, the baby blues. 

“It felt like a grandma stroking my hair, encouraging 
and gentle and subtle . . . like a presence was there,” she 
said. 

She would take the placenta pills when she was feeling 
tender or overwhelmed. 

The placenta is the organ that connects, via the umbilical 
cord, to the belly of the fetus, where the navel is made after 
birth.

5. If you are someone fascinated by mollusks in general and 
abalone in particular, you might like to read my “Grandpa Was 
a Skin Diver,” which is forthcoming with Anomaly as of this 
writing. (You and I might be alone in this curiosity.)
6. See Illinois Department of Public Health.

DEPRESSION
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Some of us have deeper navels than others (see Innies). 

Based on the accumulation of bacteria and physical 
objects (see Lint), those with deeper navels are probably at 
a higher risk of emitting navel odor. 

While, in general, our skin hosts a variety of bacteria 
crucial to the strength of our body’s immune system, some 
bacteria, when entering or residing long enough in the 
navel, start to do strange things.

Staphylococcus epidermis, when living in the belly 
button, where oxygen is in short supply, ferments sugars 
and creates what has been called “a teeny tiny bit of navel 
wine.”7 

Though I do not have omphalophobia—or a fear of navels 
that can trigger disgust or terror even from glimpsing a 
belly button, a fear that can be triggered from seeing one’s 
own navel too—I do not like other people to touch my 
belly button. I’m not sure if it’s the “navel wine” mentioned 
above that’s doing it, but I do know from personal 
experience that belly button smell can range from mild 
to rank.

I may or may not have pushed away wandering hands 
from my navel for this reason.

7. See The Public Science Lab, “Common Belly Button Bacteria.”

EMIT
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The navel is our first wound. 
 

FIRST
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The navel is the center or middle point of a country or sea.

In the town of Shibukawa, located in the center of Japan, 
an annual festival celebrates the belly button. Shibukawa is 
called the belly button of Japan.8  

In Hinduism, one navel is a geographic marker so crucial, 
it is considered to be the source of the universe (see 
Vishnu).

A mountain can also be a navel. Located on the largest of 
the Hawaiian islands, Maunakea is the tallest mountain 
in the world measured from the sea floor. Kānaka Maoli, 
the Indigenous of Hawai‘i, recognize Maunakea as a piko.9  

A piko is a summit or top of a hill or a mountain. A 
piko is also a navel, navel string, or umbilical cord. It is the 
place where leaf attaches to stem. 

Maunakea is piko, is earth, is land, is ‘āina, or that which 
feeds. For Kānaka Maoli, ‘āina is more than geography. 
‘Āina is ancestor. ‘Āina is sacred. 

#protectmaunakea 
#KūKia‘iMauna

Maunakea is a mountain child of Wākea (Sky Father) and 
Papa (Earth Mother). The peak of the mountain is the piko 
of the island child, the place where land connects to sky.

GEOGRAPHY
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From these divine parents, a human named Hāloa, a 
name that means long stalk, was born. Before Hāloa came 
a stillborn. This first child was planted in the ground and, 
in turn, became the first kalo plant, whose heart-shaped 
leaves emerged from long stems. 

Hāloa has the responsibility of caring for his older 
brother, the kalo plant. In turn, the kalo plant cares for 
Hāloa as his important food and ancestor.

Kanaka Maoli families rooted to Maunakea have placed 
the umbilical cords of newborn children on Maunakea. In 
this way, human navels connect to mountain navel. 

Upholding and turning to Indigenous relationships to land 
that care for and protect that which cares for and protects 
you, as in Hāloa’s relationship with kalo, is likely central 
to our survival as a species in this climate-change-addled 
anthropocene.

As Kanaka Maoli scholar Bryan Kamaoli Kuwada has 
said famously, “We live in the future. Come join us.” 

89

8. See Muramoto.
9. This discussion of Maunakea and the retelling of the story of 
Hāloa come from discussions with Dr. Bryan Kamaoli Kuwada 
and references to Kepa Maly and Onaona Maly and Nā Puke We-
hewehe ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i’s entry on “piko.”
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A navel has been a name for the middle point of a horse’s 
back. This definition is obsolete. 
 

HORSE
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Thirty-year-old University of Arkansas student Randon 
Beasley, on August 31, 2010, made the world record for 
most quarters fit inside a navel. His is so deep, he fit 30 
coins inside and, as the world criteria requires, stood for 
the duration of his attempt, with all quarters remaining in 
the belly button unassisted for at least 3 seconds.

Related records indicate that the most blueberries fit 
into a belly button are 10.10 

I could not find information on record-setting outies, 
though if you look around long enough, you will likely 
come across a story about a 26-year-old who had a navel 
that stuck out a full inch from his belly and was offered 
upward of $1,000 dollars by fetishists for a video of him 
fondling it.11 

You might shudder at that too, as I did.

It’s kind of a mystery why some folks have innies and some 
folks have outies, particularly since the way the navel forms 
doesn’t—contrary to some public opinion—depend on 
how the umbilical cord is cut. 

Even innies come in their own shapes. Some innies 
heal in the shape of a spiral, like the new navel of my sister 
Maya’s just-born baby, Rey. 

Only 10 percent of people have outies in adulthood. Innies 
are perceived as being more attractive.12  

In 2018, Allure magazine reported that umbilicoplasty, 
or plastic surgery to “fix” the belly button, was trending.13  

Many want to change an outie to an innie. 
Tummy tucks sometimes involve the “beautifying” of 

the navel.

 

10. See Henderson and Rollman.
11. See UNILAD.
12. See American Museum of Natural History.
13. See MacKenzie.

INNIES
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In English, a navel is also defined as the junction of leaf 
and stem. This definition is obsolete, though it remains 
intact in Hawaiian. 

I wonder if this linguistic severing of Anglophone 
navels, of the cutting of kinship of plant navels from 
human navels, might not illustrate how and why so 
many human communities live like lands and waters are 
endless commodities to consume, develop, and pollute 
rather than care for, are beings that we have dominion 
over and therefore the right to abuse. 

As stated earlier, I wonder if mending this wound—
and putting our weight behind those communities with 
enduring, reciprocal navel connections—might be key to 
the survival of the human species (see Geography).

JUNCTION
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The kangaroo is another mammal without a navel.

KANGAROO
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The lint in human navels is mostly made up of clothing 
fibers, hair, and dead skin cells. 

Lint collecting is an actual hobby. The artist Rachel 
Betty Case has made from belly button lint tiny smiling 
bears that she traps in bottles.14  

In 2010, the Guinness Book of Records recognized 
librarian Graham Barker for his collection of belly button 
lint. Over the course of 26 years, the 45-year-old collected 
22.1 grams of the stuff, which would be the equivalent of 
110 carats if the lint were actually precious stones or pearls. 
He sold three jars of his lint to a museum, presumably for 
display.

I’m curious which museum would bother to buy that. 
I’m also curious how much he sold it for.

Barker has been quoted as saying, “I will stop collecting 
when I’m no longer physically capable.”15 

I wonder if he’s still at it.

14. See Sabrina.
15. See Daily Mail Reporter.

LINT
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The navel is the mark that ties us to the person who gives 
birth to us. 

My white momma doesn’t have a belly button. Or, rather, 
she doesn’t have the one she was born with. It was removed 
when she had a tummy tuck in the early 90s, when I, her 
youngest, was about seven years old.

The tummy tuck was an afterthought, actually, because 
she’d decided to have a voluntary hysterectomy after 
receiving an abnormal result from a precancerous pap 
smear. Her aunt Anna was in the late stages of ovarian 
cancer, and our mom didn’t want to take chances with the 
possibility of getting sick. She and our brown dad were 
also divorcing. Her health coverage was running out. 
She was going back to school full time too, and she knew 
that frequent doctor visits to keep an eye on her cervix 
weren’t going to be feasible, financially or time wise. She’d 
already stopped menstruating, so it didn’t seem like the 
hysterectomy would be a big deal. 

Since they were going to do an abdominal approach 
for the total hysterectomy—laparoscopic hysterectomies 
hadn’t been developed yet—she asked if they would get 
someone in there to tighten things up a little before they 
sewed her close. 

“Two for the price of one, right?” she said.  
The incision would be way down by her pelvic bone. 

The doctors would free up her skin on her abdomen, 
including her belly button, and pull it down and then poke 
a hole again where the belly button was. 

It would have looked weird not to have a belly button, 
she said.

To create her new navel, the doctors sutured around the 
tissue and then packed it down to the residual scar of her 
umbilical cord.

“It made a nasty looking thing,” she said. “I look at that 
sucker and I think, well, fuck that.” 

She accepted, sadly, that she would never again wear a 

MOTHER
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skimpy two-piece bathing suit.16  
The combined hysterectomy and tummy tuck (and new 

navel) had more of an impact than she’d anticipated. She 
mentioned a woman she met who hadn’t had a normal 
bowel movement for nine years after her hysterectomy.

“Nine years,” she said. “That depressed me so bad.” 
I asked her how that could happen.
She talked about the adhesions that form, sticking 

things together that aren’t supposed to be stuck together. 
“I have an adhesion and I know exactly where that sucker 
is, on the lower right abdomen.” 

She ended up in the hospital once because her intestine 
got caught around the adhesion and pinched. It was really 
miserable. 

I imagined her small intestine, slithering around during 
digestion, always threatening to get snagged.

I asked her if she missed her old navel.
“It was a lot prettier before I had this done. I probably 

would have been just as happy without one. I could’ve seen 
if the guys were paying attention.” She said this laughing.

In the mid-90s, around the time that Joan Osborne 
dropped the famous song “What If God Was One of Us,” 
a tip circulated in my sixth-grade friend group at our 
Christian elementary school about belly buttons and God: 
If someone claimed that they were God, we’d know they 
were telling the truth if they didn’t have a belly button. 
God surely never would have been born in a human way: 
with moms and placentas and umbilical-cord-severing 
that would result in a scar. This story made sense to us, 
even though the story of Jesus’s human birth had been 
drilled into our heads. 

Despite my agnosticism, it took me years to untangle 
the accidental subversion of this theory despite our 
Christian training. 

I wonder if, when I was in the sixth grade, my mom no 
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longer had a navel, I would have looked at her differently. 

The alphabet doesn’t have a navel. Since it has 26 letters, 
and 26 is an even number, there is no middle letter. Or, we 
might say that the space between the M and the N is the 
invisible navel. In this essay, that navel would be right here.

16

16. Although it’s difficult to admit, I am indebted to my mother’s 
previous ability to wear skimpy two-pieces. My parents first flirt-
ed at a pool, where my mom wore a tiny two-piece. As she saun-
tered by on her way up to her room, she tossed her magazine to 
the man she noticed was checking her out. The lead headline 
on the magazine was something like “Everything You Wanted 
to Know about Sex but Were Too Afraid to Ask.” Parents are so 
disgusting. (See “Little Red BMW” for a fuller retelling of this 
story.)
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Navel-gazer is an insult usually launched at someone who is 
self-absorbed, who positions their own thoughts and ideas at 
the expense of a wider view, as if such things are interesting 
or insightful for anyone other than themselves.

Belly button meditation is a real thing, though. 
Contemplation of one’s navel, or omphaloskepsis, comes 
from the ancient Greek, and involves the use of the navel 
as an aid in the quest to consider the cosmos or human 
nature or to converse with the divine. Some say they have 
experienced celestial joy during navel-gazing. 

There are actual marble statues depicting omphaloskepsis. 
In the Louvre, four Roman men stand hunched over 
awkwardly, regarding their alabaster abs.17   

“Their abs. Right,” my mom said when I told her this. “You 
sure they weren’t ‘questing’ for something a little lower?”

In yoga, the navel is an important chakra in the body. Named 
manipura, or “city of jewels,” this chakra is supposed to 
provide a practitioner of yoga with a clear sense of self and 
purpose,18 though it’s unclear whether, in all the different 
kinds of yoga that exist today, the physical act of bending 
one’s upper back to look at one’s navel has been utilized to 
engage this chakra. 

I am not a practitioner of yoga, and therefore cannot 
speak to that.

17. See Satyres In Atlante.
18. See “Manipura Chakra.”

NAVEL-GAZER
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A navel is a kind of orange. It is also the name of the small 
secondary fruit at the apex of a navel orange: the orange 
inside the orange.

My mom’s parents were smart about oranges. They had 
navel and Valencia trees, which fruit at different times 
during the year. This meant fresh oranges year round. 

Grandma would squeeze these fruits into juice that 
she’d serve in shot-size glasses to her wee granddaughters. 
Even now, decades since my last glass, Grandma’s fresh-
squeezed juice is the best I’ve had. 

When we were little, my sisters and I learned to sip it 
slowly. 

I remember learning in reproductive biology that female 
babies are born with all the eggs they’ll ever have in their 
lives. I learned that this biological reality is completely 
unlike males, who make and dispense of 1,500 sperm per 
second. 

In this sense, females are like nested dolls: to carry a 
female fetus is to carry all your potential grandchildren 
too. 

The belief that we are born with all the eggs we’ll 
ever have has been challenged,19 but I like this idea that 
I may have been, on some cellular level, drinking my 
grandmother’s orange juice while my grandma was 
pregnant with my mother, who was already carrying in her 
body many of the basic building blocks of potential me. 

I like this idea of fetus navels connected to invisible 
maternal navels, backward and forward for eternity.

19. See Dell’Amore.

ORANGE
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On average, it takes six to twelve months to heal from 
belly button piercing.

Even though I hate to have my belly button touched, I got 
mine pierced. 

I was sixteen and, along with my girlfriends, had 
decided to, maybe ironically, maybe unironically, pull the 
stunt of telling each of our parents that we were sleeping 
over at the other’s house so we could stay out all night. 
The six or so of us slid across the sheep-skinned seats of 
my dad’s two-door 1972 cherry red Mercedes to head to 
Venice Beach so Briana could get her belly button pierced. 
But, by the time we got there, she looked like she was 
going to chicken out.

To be fair, the sun was kissing the ocean once we 
finally made it to the Westside and found parking and 
had clamored onto the boardwalk. Hardly anyone was in 
sight. No rollerbladers. No swole folks at Muscle Beach. 
The street vendors were packing up henna stands and 
live-art supplies. The scene was just missing a cartoon 
tumbleweed. 

We hustled to the piercing studio we’d visited in 
weekends past and caught a guy just as he was pulling 
down the metal security gate. He doubted our age. We 
showed him some cash. He let us in.

“I don’t know . . .” Briana said once we were inside, 
where the needles were.

“I’ll do it!” I said. 
Were we rebelling by piercing our belly buttons? Were 

we taking back our first connection? (See Mother.)
I remember the tiny room he led us to. The surgical 

gloves and the bite of an alcohol swab on warm teenage 
skin. It hurt more than I thought was necessary.

“He did it deep,” Briana would later tell me warily. I 
didn’t know because I couldn’t bear to watch him. 

In retrospect, it was pretty clear that guy wasn’t a 
piercer, but in this moment, swept up as we were in the 

PIERCING
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Dawson’s Creek, Empire Records, Mariah Carey-at-her-
peak swoon of our high school years, there was no 
backing down. Teenage slogan: no regrets. 

Briana followed through too. And so we became 
piercing twins during what would become the 
gruesome healing.

“Is it supposed to be like this?” she asked. 
I had no idea. 
The morning after, when she tried to move the stud, 

as we were instructed to do, Briana passed out. 
“I had this huge bruise on my ear from falling in the 

shower,” she said.
We filled actual shot glasses with hydrogen 

peroxide, which we suctioned onto our bleeding navels 
for a cleaning bath. We rotated the studs to keep the 
ever-present crust at bay. We spent a lot of time with 
our backs bent, contemplating our navels, just as we 
simultaneously tried to ignore the oozing. But this was 
not omphaloskepsis.

All in all, it took close to a year of grossness to heal. 
Briana took hers out. It took me several years more, but 
I eventually took mine out too. 
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You might be questioning why I just dropped such a large 
anecdote about a regrettable teenage piercing in the middle 
of this seemingly random list of facts about navels. You 
might be looking back to remember what omphaloskepsis 
is (see Navel-Gazer).

QUESTION
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Despite our teenage slogan, I do regret the piercing. Even 
all these years after I pierced it, I still find bits of lint not 
only in my actual belly button, but also in the incomplete 
scar from my stud. 

I won’t let my partner touch that either.

REGRET
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For some, the belly button is an erogenous zone. 

SEXY
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In 1951, in a peculiar brand of omphalophobia (see Emit), 
“female navel exposure” was banned from US television 
because the exposed belly button was thought to be too 
powerful in inducing attraction.20  

A decade later, Barbara Eden was prohibited from 
showing her navel on the famously Orientalist TV show I 
Dream of Jeannie.21 Eden’s pants had to cover her navel, or 
she had to wear fabric and skin-colored makeup to conceal 
it. It wasn’t until 1985 that her costume became “low rise,” 
revealing the navel.22  

Exposure of “male navels” has rarely if ever been 
stigmatized like this. 

The idea of “male” and “female” navels is ridiculous. Is it the 
navel’s proximity to genitalia that has made it so controversial 
in western media? Or is it because of the literalness of the 
navel being another hole in a female body? 

20. See Femina.
21. See Bergman and Archer.
22. See Hofstede.

TELEVISION
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Beneath the skin 
of the navel, clinically 

known as 
the umbilicus,

a thick fibrous 
cord slithers. 

This cord is 
a remnant 

of the canal 
that drained 

the bladder 
of the fetus 

and ran within 
the umbilical cord.

  Umbilical cord blood 
contains stem 

cells like those 
in bone 

marrow. 

UMBILICUS
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In Hinduism, the navel of Vishnu, the Preserver, is the 
center of the universe and the source of life.23 

Before the universe is created, Vishnu sleeps on Shesha, 
the giant cobra—the serpent of infinity—who protects 
Vishnu and floats on the waters of a dark oceanic nothing. 
Vishnu sleeps peacefully. Then, from the inky depths, a 
resounding Om thrums the darkness with energy. 

As morning dawns and Vishnu awakens, an elongated 
stalk emerges from his navel, revealing not a heart-shaped 
leaf (see Geography) but a lotus. From the center of the 
lotus, Brahma is revealed, hatched from an egg. 

Brahma is the creator of this universe. He uses the 
petals of his lotus to make our world. 

After 100 Brahma years, or roughly 3 trillion human 
years, Brahma attains liberation and pralaya, or massive 
floods, wash everything away. 

Vishnu returns to his giant serpent bed to sleep and 
rest after all his years of caretaking. And then the cycle 
repeats again, and again.  

In this creation story, from Vishnu’s navel, an entire 
world is born and perishes and is born again. We again 
have the celebration of the navel as the center of birth and 
life and creativity. With the lotus, we also return to the 
enduring image of the navel as the connection of leaf and 
stem, and of the divine (see Geography; see Juncture). 

In this story, however, the destruction of the world is 
inevitable, as is its rebirth. The cycles turn on and on. 

Our dad, though he was born in India and to Hindu 
parents, wasn’t raised with much to do with Hinduism. 
He converted to Christianity and assimilated to American 
life while growing up in segregated North Carolina in the 
1950s and 60s.

Today, what I’ve learned about Hinduism and India 
is largely from books, the internet, and better-informed 
friends.

VISHNU
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This severance is a kind of violence for us biracial 
diasporic daughters trying to unfurl our own brown roots 
and flower. 

Even without knowing this story of Vishnu’s navel, my 
sister Joya went through with a lotus birth24 with her third 
child, who she and her husband named Omjabarindra, 
but who we call Omja or Om for short. Om was the first of 
her seven children to be born at home.

The lotus birth involves keeping the placenta and the 
umbilical cord intact after birth to dry and fall off on its 
own, a non-severance that honors the connection between 
placenta and baby, who some think of as being on the 
same energetic level, to let the baby’s consciousness gently 
enter the body. The lotus birth honors the great transition 
of moving from the spirit world to the world incarnate, 
the world of being embodied.

“The placenta is like a grandmother,” Joya said, “because 
it cared for the baby before it was in the mother’s arms.”

The natural drying and eventual dropping off of the 
umbilical cord allows for ongoing energy and cellular 
transfer to take place from the placenta to the baby.

Lotus birth protects the baby from their first wound, 
though the decomposing placenta and umbilical cord 
create their own challenges. Some rub the placenta and 
cord with salt and turmeric to aid the drying process.

It took seven days for Om’s umbilical cord to wither 
and detach naturally.

“It smelled like the docks,” Joya admitted. “But it was a 
nice gesture that we did.”

Om, who is seventeen as of this writing, was also the 
baby Joya nursed longest. 

“There’s something to that,” she said. “The lotus birth 
and his nursing. Om is a gentle boy. He still listens to me.” 

I wonder if, though Om’s name came after he was born, 
the sound of what he would be called might have activated 
some ancestral knowing in Joya that told her a lotus should 
be born with him too.
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Maybe that’s a stretch. 
Maybe not.
For her fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh child, Joya did 

a partial lotus, which involves delaying severance of the 
umbilical cord for an hour or more after birth and is said to 
have similar benefits for the baby.

23

24

 

23. This retelling of this Hindu creation story stems from conver-
sations with Dr. Rajiv Mohabir and references to Dimmitt and 
van Buitenen’s text.
24. Midwife and author Jeannine Parvati Baker coined the terms 
“Lotus Birth” and “Free Birth” in the 1980s and 1990s. She influ-
enced Joya’s thinking about birth.
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The navel

 is the hub    or central part

of a wheel.

WHEEL
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Given how many organisms live inside it, the navel is 
certainly xenial, or hospitable/friendly. 

Also, finding words for the last few letters in abecedarian 
lists like this is virtually impossible to do without reaching 
for ridiculous, basically-never-used SAT words like xenial 
or, as you’re about to see, yolk stalk.

XENIAL
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The yolk stalk is a narrow tube that connects through the umbilical 
opening the early embryo to the yolk sac outside. The yolk stalk 
usually fades away, but a finger-like remnant might persist as a 
protrusion from the small intestine. Though very uncommon—
this only occurs in 2 to 4 percent of people—this protrusion can 
become inflamed and require surgery to remove it.251 

The yolk stalk is generally located in the lower right-hand side 
of the abdomen, about the same place my mom described her 
adhesion to be.

25. See Shiel. 

YOLK STALK
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Probably the worst critique to be launched against writers of 
creative nonfiction is that they are navel-gazers. The genre is 
populated by a bunch of narcissists who fling themselves on 
the outside world. What a snooze.

In her contribution to the anthology The Far Edges of the 
Fourth Genre, Kim Barnes states, “Readers of nonfiction 
should come away knowing more about themselves than 
they do about you.” The emphasis, which appears in the 
original, might be a little hostile.

But how do readers learn about themselves by reading 
about someone else?

If writing creative nonfiction hones important writerly 
tools—self-reflection, meaning-making, attempts at 
understanding ourselves in relation to the worlds around 
us—reading creative nonfiction texts means observing the 
author’s tools in practice. 

At the risk of sounding defensive (and maybe a little 
hostile too), the appeal of reading this genre might be the 
unspoken invitation to experiment with the author’s tools. 
So you can learn more about yourself. 

Take this essay for example. You too can play an awkward 
game of finding odd facts about an enduring insult that gets 
you thinking about how your navel piercing was your own 
little adolescent act of individuating, or your mom’s funny 
scar that has taken the place of her real belly button. And 
then you might learn about overlapping and diverging 
stories of creation, of leaves and stems, of long stalks and 
yolk stalks, and how full the world is of strange people and 
the things they make within it, including their very personal, 
very private, very disgusting navel products.

Why not try it?
See what you find in your metaphoric—or literal—navel. 

It might be body gunk. It might be the wound we need to 
heal. It might be a portal to the divine. 

What’s there will vary from person to person.
But, go on. 
Take a look already.

Zzzzzz
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Greetings, comrade! Thank you for talking to us about your process today! Can 
you introduce yourself, in a way that you would choose? 

Sure thing! I am a creative writer and high school English teacher in Honolulu. 
I’m originally from Pasadena, California, which is Tongva land. My genre of 
choice is creative nonfiction. And, with my good friend Jocelyn Kapumealani 
Ng, I am also cohost of the literary and music podcast titled It’s Lit (see 
itslitwithphdj.wordpress.com), which has featured more than 100 writers to 
date.

Why are you a “poet”/ “writer”/ “artist”? 

We ask the folks we feature on our podcast a similar question, which is “Why 
lit?” and this happens to be my favorite question to ask, and yet I always stumble 
on how to answer it myself. I am a writer because stories shape our whole lives, 
and writing is the best way I am able to be attentive to this life. Writing makes 
me feel alive and present, and it allows me to try to make sense of the world 
around me. Writing things down is my attempt to preserve memories, which I 
nurse a fear of losing.

When did you decide to use the language you use for yourself (and/or: do you feel 
comfortable calling yourself a  poet/writer/artist, what other titles or affiliations 
do you prefer/feel are more accurate)? 

There are probably quite a lot of writers who struggle with imposter syndrome, 
and I certainly am one of them. There was a time when I thought I couldn’t 
call myself a writer until I’d published a story. Then, when I’d done that, I 
decided I couldn’t call myself a writer until I published a book. In short, the 
bar kept moving. At some point, I decided these thresholds were nonsense and 
remembered that, from a definitional standpoint, a writer is just a person who 
writes, so here I am today, telling folks I’m a writer.

What’s a “poet” (or “writer” or “artist”) anyway? What do you see as your cultural 
and social role (in the literary / artistic / creative community and beyond)? 

Poets/writers/artists are those who have an impulse to create, and to create 
for an audience larger than themselves. There is a certain type of compulsion, 
perhaps, in imagining an audience beyond our journal pages and the loved ones 
we can foist our work upon. 

NAVEL, NODAL, CURIOS
A CONVERSATION WITH ANJOLI ROY
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As a writer and as a reader, I hope to produce the work I wished I had access 
to as a young person. I am mixed race (Bengali on my dad’s side and German, 
English, Irish on my mom’s), for example, and despite British colonial rule of 
the subcontinent, I grew up without access to mixed-race characters who looked 
like me and spoke to my experiences. The only Indian and white characters 
I encountered were white-passing children, written by authors who were not 
mixed themselves. The book-length project I drafted for my dissertation and 
which I am continuing to work on seeks to fill that gap. 

So, in that sense, writing has been a selfish pursuit for me. But, I believe I’m not 
alone in this desire and seek out reading work about folks who do this same 
thing for themselves and their communities, even when their positionalities 
are quite different than mine. There’s a power in taking back the narrative for 
ourselves, in writing ourselves into existence. 

As we continue to speak for ourselves and read each other’s varied voices, we 
become a more empathetic community. I believe in the transformative power 
of writing to facilitate this.

Talk about the process or instinct to move these poems (or your work in general) 
as independent entities into a body of work. How and why did this happen? Have 
you had this intention for a while? What encouraged and/or confounded this (or 
a book, in general) coming together? Was it a struggle? 

I wrote this chapbook as a single work with the central conceit being an 
investigation into the epithet navel-gazing from a linguistic and personal 
perspective. I began with dictionary definitions from Oxford English Dictionary 
and decided to experiment with structuring the work on the alphabet, which I 
had a lot of fun with. 

Writing is often a struggle. I have worked on personal stories that navigate 
ancestry and familial trauma. I have been the last person in the coffee shop, 
crying openly while shoveling a piece of gluten-free/dairy-free chocolate cake 
into my face, which I’ve tipped the barista for wildly on account of making 
things so awkward for the folks around me as I processed my shit, hopefully into 
art. But, writing this chapbook was joyous. I welcomed the process of discovery 
among the different threads that emerged as I wrote and I felt energized by the 
associations building upon each other as I continued to draft.

Did you envision this collection as a collection or understand your process as 
writing or making specifically around a theme while the poems themselves were 
being written / the work was being made? How or how not? 

See above ☺ 

What formal structures or other constrictive practices (if any) do you use in the 
creation of your work? Have certain teachers or instructive environments, or 
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readings/writings/work of other creative people informed the way you work/
write? 

In the summer 2019 issue of the literary magazine Creative Nonfiction, I 
encountered the work of Julia Koets, whose titular story of her memoir 
collection The Rib Joint plays with associative forms and odd facts about 
octopus as she tells the story of falling in love with a person named Kate who 
denies their love and demands it be kept secret for years. Koets’s seeming use 
of misdirection via the inclusion of anecdotes on how octopus escapes capture, 
for example, acts as breather and curio amid the narrative arc of her (un?)love 
story. As a reader, I found that this use of reprieves and interesting vistas into 
the life of an octopus, if you will, worked really well on a metaphoric and, as 
we learn toward the end of the story, a literal level (I won’t say more on that, in 
case you’d like to read the story too!).

Anyway, this essay inspired me to start experimenting with looser anecdotal 
forms that felt more lyrical and invited the reader to complete the text’s 
meaning. 

Robert Boswell, who teaches creative writing at the University of Texas, has 
offered up the idea of authorial custody in writing, which is the extent to 
which an author relinquishes control over the story after it has been put into 
the hands of the reader. Lately, I have been thinking more about this concept 
just as I teach it to my students.

Boswell says, “If the danger of a low-custody story is bewilderment of the 
reader, the danger of a high-custody story is that it will be over-controlled, 
telling the reader not only what happens but also how the reader should feel 
about it. In such stories, the reader is passive and essentially redundant.”

For my creative writing classes, I draw this idea on the white board. I chart 
high custody as a dot high up on the board. High custody is where it is easy 
to see and where less of the reader’s imagination is at play. Then, I drawn an 
arrow diagonally downward with an arrowhead at its base (who knows how 
deep it goes). My class returns to this diagram throughout the semester as 
we read progressively lower-custody work. Where does this story fall? I’ll ask 
them, and we’ll debate where to chart it. As we enter the lyric, I draw a water 
line and tell them that we are about to enter the rich and dark waters of loose 
association. I tell them to brace themselves for potential bewilderment.

Stories like Koets’s falls lower on the authorial custody spectrum and have 
been useful inspiration for forms to experiment with, for me. 

Of course, poets might role their eyes at this—many of them have been taking 
the brave dive into the dark waters of low custody all along. I guess it’s just 
taken me a bit longer to work up the nerve.
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Other authors who have influenced this form for me are Dinty W. Moore and 
his “Son of Mr. Green Jeans: A Meditation on Fathers,” which, like this navel-
gazing chapbook, is also an essay alphabetically arranged.

The authors who speak to my core/guts/navel(!) are those authors, many 
of whom are BIPOC and queer who write about ancestral connections and 
genealogies and who are doing the hard work to create community and heal, 
including Rajiv Mohabir, No‘u Revilla, Aiko Yamashiro, Julia Katz, Jocelyn 
Kapumealani Ng, Bryan Kamaoli Kuwada, Lee Kava, Momi Cummings, Joseph 
Han, Will Giles, Malialina Derden, Terisa Siagatonu, Jahra Rager, Kathy Jetñil-
Kijiner, Lyz Soto, D. Keali‘i MacKenzie, Nicky Loomis, Craig Santos Perez, E.J. 
Koh, just to name a few writers who I love.

Speaking of monikers, what does your title represent? How was it generated? Talk 
about the way you titled the book, and how your process of naming (individual 
pieces, sections, etc) influences you and/or colors your work specifically. 

I like the potential double meaning of this work’s final primary title, which 
both demands that the reader physically travel into the navel, that potentially 
terrifying space for those with omphalophobia, and the secondary, perhaps 
more subtle reading, which is a stage direction where a navel might take bold 
strides onto a stage to perform for us. 

The subtitle for this work, in light of the more poetic primary title, is a slightly 
higher-custody flourish, as I wanted the reader tipped off to the purpose of this 
chapbook before they began reading. 

To be honest, this work has had more than one title. My original was “In 
Defense of Navel-Gazing: For the Love of Creative Nonfiction.” This title 
worked for me, since the text is an apologia for the genre, just as it interrogates 
this epithet that is often launched at writers of creative nonfiction, but—in 
conjunction with the OS editors—we arrived at the current primary title, 
which is a bit more poetic.

What does this particular work represent to you as indicative of your method/
creative practice? your history? of your mission/intentions/hopes/plans? 

This work marks a new departure for me in the kinds of writing I am currently 
pursuing. Since producing this navel story, I have drafted a few more chapbooks 
that are similar in their loose structures and exploratory natures, including: 

• one on abalone and my grandfather, a waterman who was a skin 
diver and loved these mollusks the most, along with the histories 
of predation on abalone in the west coast of the US; I’m fascinated 
with this history and also how my grandfather, raised by a fisherman 
himself in New York’s Long Island Sound, could have kids and 
grandkids who, unfortunately, hardly knew how to swim.
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• a portrait on the house cat, beloved house pet and disease-addled 
foe, that addresses how cats domesticated themselves, their shifting 
place in western and eastern societies, and pieces of my own family 
history of living with a mom who loves cats and a dad who is terribly 
allergic to them (he once said he should have known their marriage 
was doomed when my mom started welcoming cats into the house). 

• a linguistic dive into the definitions of the word “grind,” which 
includes scientific information on bruxism, or chronic tooth grinding 
that most adults grow out of but unfortunately those in my family 
seem not to, along with suggestive slang connotations (as in “bump 
and ~”).

This is all to say, where in the past I’ve been focused on writing toward the 
beautiful and to make sense of my and my families’ histories, I have been 
taking on some more lighthearted writing via this form. 

What does this book DO (as much as what it says or contains)? 

At its core, I hope this chapbook convinces suspicious readers of the goodness 
in creative nonfiction’s alleged navel-gazing.

What would be the best possible outcome for this book? What might it do in 
the world, and how will its presence as an object facilitate your creative role in 
your community and beyond? What are your hopes for this book, and for your 
practice? 

As the ending of this chapbook states, I hope readers go down similar rabbit 
holes that might bring them to a greater sense of curiosity about the world 
around us just as they learn more about themselves. We are more agile and 
careful humans, the more we know about our own histories and the histories of 
the places that we have been calling home. I hope this chapbook demonstrates 
some of the fruits that can come from this exercise.

Personally, having this chapbook in the world as an object helps me feel more 
capital-W writerly, to go back to your earlier question about how and when I 
started calling myself a writer. Thank you, OS team!

What does it mean to make books in this time, and what are your thoughts 
around shifting into digital books/objects and digital access in general? 

I was thinking recently about how I am a breed of reader who likes to have 
hard copies in my hands to mark up and make notes across physical pages (this 
is how I remember stories best), but I’m also someone who wishes they had a 
keyword-search function in print books. Integrated technology that does this 
doesn’t exist yet, but maybe the middle ground is having books available both 
in print to purchase and in free digital formats to peruse online.
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Overall, I think that it’s wonderful to make books available to all online and 
for free. I do wonder a bit about how this free distribution might work for 
publishers and authors who put the work in to create this content, though. 
The folks at OS work for free, which is part of why this free model works, but 
I also feel that excellent editorial work deserves compensation. Also, authors 
deserve compensation for their hard-won work, particularly since we still live 
in a world with reading fees, which drive dollars out of authors’ pockets. What 
would equitable publishing truly look like? I wonder.

All this said, I’m grateful to have this weird little chapbook out in the world 
gratis and that it also can be a physical object to hold in your hands, if you 
decide to purchase it. I’m grateful it will be available in both forms. 

Let’s talk a little bit about the role of poetics and creative community in social 
and political activism, so present in our daily lives as we face the often sobering, 
sometimes dangerous realities of the Capitalocene. The publication of these 
volumes now falls during an ongoing global pandemic, intersecting with the 
largest collective uprising in US history, with Black Lives Matter, dismantling 
white supremacy, and abolition at the fore. How does your process, practice, or 
work reflect these conditions? 

This is a big and vital question. The work that I am drawn to as a reader and 
that I hope to speak to as an author is able to engage these difficult questions 
of our current revolutionary moments in meaningful ways. One of the many 
assets of the creative arts is the ability to engage feeling directly in the pursuit 
of greater truths. That said, I find myself often as someone who is so caught up 
in feeling during moments like this pandemic, this crucial uprising for Black 
lives, and the calls for each and every one of us to do the work to dismantle 
white supremacy, including abolishing the police and prisons, that I find 
myself struggling to find words. I think this, in part, is the reason I started up 
with podcasting. 

Jocelyn and I have been putting out themed calls for materials (for the water 
protectors at Standing Rock, for an end to further desecration of Maunakea, 
for responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, for the current BLM Uprising) 
since the inception of It’s Lit back in 2016. 

I feel indebted to those writers who we have featured who are moved to write 
quickly, potently, and thoroughly, helping us listeners put words to our feelings 
and act. 

A strong literary process, practice, and work are fed directly by this.

I’d be curious to hear some of your thoughts on the challenges we face in speaking 
and publishing across lines of race, age, ability, class, privilege, social/cultural 
background, gender, sexuality (and other identifiers) within the community as 
well as creating and maintaining safe spaces, vs. the dangers of remaining and 
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producing in isolated “silos” and/or disciplinary and/or institutional bounds? 

The more we know our own stories, the better we can engage with each other’s. I 
cannot write about my story without engaging race, age, ability, class, privilege, 
social/cultural background, gender, sexuality, and more. If we bring light to our 
own markers, the more thoughtful and careful we will likely be in regards to 
our differences.

For example, I am a writer in a brown body who cannot escape that brownness, 
even if I wanted to (which I do not). That awareness informs how I read the 
ways other writers talk about their experiences of their racialized bodies, their 
gender identities, the words they use to talk about who they love and how they 
describe their sexuality, for example. Learning more about my family history 
teaches me how to listen when others share their stories. It teaches me, as a 
resident who loves this nation, the importance of learning about, putting my 
weight behind, and being sure to include in my curricula Hawai‘i’s fight for 
sovereignty.

This work is how safe spaces are fought and won, and it is how we resist silos in 
order to speak with, listen to, and care for each other.
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little chapbook. 

First off, thank you to Orchid Tierney and Curtis Emery at the OS 
for accepting this work for publication, and for doing so within a 
month of when I submitted it for their consideration. What a thrill! 
Thank you to Elæ [Lynne DeSilva-Johnson] for the cover design, 
and thank you, Orchid, for your careful typesetting.

Huge thank-yous to my dear friends Rajiv Mohabir and Bryan 
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obviously. Thank you, star. I am unworthy of your light. Come 
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write. Thank you to my caring and supportive dissertation chair, 
S. Shankar (I hope this little book makes you laugh!). Thank you 
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WHY PRINT:DOCUMENT? 
(AND WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR DIGITAL MEDIA?)

The Operating System has traditionally used the language "print:document" 
to differentiate from the book-object as part of our mission to distinguish 
the act of documentation-in-book-FORM from the act of publishing as a 
backwards-facing replication of the book's agentive *role* as it may have 
appeared the last several centuries of its history. Ultimately, we approach the 
book as TECHNOLOGY: one of a variety of documents across a range of 
media that humans have invented and in turn used to archive and disseminate 
ideas, beliefs, stories, and other evidence of production.

Ownership and use of printing presses and access to (or restriction of) 
information/materials, libraries, and archives has long been a site of 
struggle, related in many ways to revolutionary activity and the fight for 
civil rights and free speech all over the world. While (in many countries) 
the contemporary quotidian landscape has indeed drastically shifted in its 
access to platforms for sharing information and in the widespread ability to 
"publish" digitally, even with extremely limited resources, the importance of 
publication on physical media has not diminished. In fact, this may be the 
most critical time in recent history for activist groups, artists, and others to 
insist upon learning, establishing, and encouraging personal and community 
documentation practices. 

With The OS's print endeavors I wanted to open up a conversation 
about this: the ultimately radical, transgressive act of creating PRINT /
DOCUMENTATION in the digital age. It's a question of the archive, and 
of history: who gets to tell the story, and what evidence of our lives, our 
behaviors, and/or our experiences are we leaving behind? We can know little 
to nothing about the future into which we're leaving an unprecedentedly 
digital document trail--but we can be assured that publications, government 
agencies, museums, schools, and other institutional powers that be will 
continue to leave BOTH a digital and print version of their production for 
the official record. Will we?

As a (rogue) anthropologist and long time academic, I can easily pull up 
many accounts about how lives, behaviors, experiences--how THE STORY 
of a time or place--was pieced together using the deep study of the archive: 
correspondence, notebooks, and other physical documents which are no 
longer the norm in many lives and practices. As we move our creative behaviors
towards digital note taking, and even audio and video,  what can we predict 
about future technology that is in any way assuring that our stories will be 
accurately told--or told at all? How will we leave these things for the record? 
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For all our years of print publication, I’ve said that “with these documents we 
say:  WE WERE HERE, WE EXISTED, WE HAVE A DIFFERENT STORY”, 
but now, with the rapid expansion of greater volume with digital and DIY 
printed media, we add: we ARE here, and while we are, we will not be limited 
in what we add value to, share, make accessible, or give voice to, by restricting 
it to what we can afford to print in volume. 

Adding a digital series is the next chapter of *our* story: a way for us to 
support more creative practitioners and offer folks independent options 
for POD or DIY-zine-style distribution, even without our financial means 
changing -- which means, each book will *also* have archive-ready print 
manifestations.  It’s our way of challenging what is required to evolve and 
grow. Ever onward, outward, beyond. 

Elæ [Lynne DeSilva-Johnson]. Founder& Creative Director
THE OPERATING SYSTEM, Brooklyn NY 2019
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In the fall of 2019, we posted the following call for digital chapbooks 
through our variegated Operating System networks:

How queer is climate change? What mutating futurities are 
possible in writings of the diaspora? How do we imagine evolving 
micro/macro/plant-based/insect-like scales of environmental 
disturbance? How salty is survival? What kind of archive is the 
ocean? What will become of history under water? We invite 
writers to submit works that speak to our ecological moment, 
apprehend change, reaction, and action in networked and local 
ways, and explore the multiple and the contingent.

This call for submissions centred around the metaphoric, the contingent, 
the liminal, and the fluvial. But most of all, it drew its strengths from the 
desire of and for the language of persistence. With so much at stake in the 
current motions of precarity—climate change, rising sea levels, ecological 
degradation, racial injustice, police brutality, and now the global COVID-19 
pandemic—we wondered: how can we serve as decentred world citizens 
and retain the critical thrust of the archival through networks over nodal 
institutions and Big Poetry? What duties of care does form have to shared 
histories and collective memories? What nuances of language must we co-
develop to imagine humane infrastructures? 

The call for submissions drew many submissions that approached and 
reimagined the document as dispersive and fluvial. They were all radically 
beautiful and critically-engaging. Ultimately, we selected six manuscripts, 
which we felt reflected a momentary grappling for the micro-macro that 
forced us as coordinators to reimagine the frayed edges of our call. 

The Operating System is committed to fostering open-resource and share-
alike cultures for mutual aid, direct support, and radical organising. In the 
spirit of the wet archive, we encourage you to share, digitally store, print, 
and support authors via our Open Access library. 

Curtis Emery and Orchid Tierney
Digital Chapbook Coordinators 2020

BLOOM, MUTATION, ENTROPY, CATALYST, BRINE
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THE 2020 OS CHAPBOOK SERIES

DIGITAL TITLES:

Recall - Lee Gough

The Woman Factory - Ava Hofmann 

 Kind Haven - Jacob Kobina Ayiah Mensah 

Lichen Land - J Pascutazz  

 Enter The Navel: For The Love Of Creative Nonfiction -Anjoli Roy 

 Witch Like Me - Sunnylyn Thibodeaux 

***

PLEASE SEE OUR FULL CATALOG
FOR FULL LENGTH VOLUMES AND PREVIOUS CHAPBOOK SERIES:

HTTP://WWW.THEOPERATINGSYSTEM.ORG/
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DOC U MENT
/däkyәmәnt/

First meant “instruction” or “evidence,” whether written or not.

Who is responsible for the manufacture of value? 

Based on what supercilious ontology have we landed in a space where we vie 
against other creative people in vain pursuit of the fleeting credibilities 
of the scarcity economy, rather than freely collaborating and sharing 

openly with each other in ecstatic celebration of MAKING?

While we understand and acknowledge the economic pressures and fear-mongering  
that threatens to dominate and crush the creative impulse, we also believe 

that now more than ever we have the tools to relinquish agency 
via cooperative means,  fueled by the fires of the Open Source Movement. 

Looking out across the invisible vistas of that rhizomatic parallel country 
we can begin to see our community beyond constraints, in the place 

where intention meets resilient, proactive, collaborative organization.

Here is a document born of that belief, sown purely of imagination and will. 
When we document we assert.  We print to make real, to reify our being there.

When we do so with mindful intention to address our process,  
to open our work to others, to create beauty in words in space,  

to respect and acknowledge the strength of the page we now hold
 physical, a thing in our hand… we remind ourselves that, 

like Dorothy: we had the power all along, my dears.
 

the PRINT! DOCUMENT SERIES
is a project of

the trouble with bartleby
in collaboration with

the operating system






