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“What does it mean to defend the dead? To tend to 
the Black dead and dying: to tend to the Black person, 

to Black people, always living in the push toward our death?"
- Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being
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ONE

The Wake

I wasn’t there when my sister died. I was in Chicago at the Cultural 
Studies Association meeting and I was finishing the paper that was my 
first attempt at the work that became this book. My brother Christo-
pher called on that Wednesday in May and asked if I was busy. I told 
him that I was finishing the paper I would give on Friday. He asked me 
to call him back when I was done. When two hours passed and I still 
hadn’t called, he called me. He said that he’d wanted to wait but that 
our brother Stephen and sister Annette had urged him to call me back. 
They’d told him I would be upset if he waited. Our eldest sister Ida-
Marie was dead, Christopher told me. There were very few other de-
tails. She lived alone. She was late to work. No more than ten minutes 
late, but she was always so prompt that ten minutes with no call, text, 
or email so alarmed her employers that they called the police and con-
vinced them to go to her apartment. They found her there. I put the 
phone down. I called my partner and two friends. I texted one of my 
fellow presenters to tell him that I wouldn’t be on the panel and why. I 
texted another friend, a former student who is now a professor at De-
Paul University, and he said that he was coming to get me. He told me 
that I shouldn’t be alone. I put down the phone and fell asleep.

That was May 2013 and I had no idea, then, that two more members 
of my family would also die within the next ten months. This would 
be the second time in my life when three immediate family members 
died in close succession. In the first instance, between February 2, 
1997, January 19, 1998, and July 4, 1999, we survived the deaths of my 
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nephew Jason Phillip Sharpe; my mother, Ida Wright Sharpe; and my 
eldest brother, Van Buren Sharpe III. As this deathly repetition appears 
here, it is one instantiation of the wake as the conceptual frame of and 
for living blackness in the diaspora in the still unfolding aftermaths of 
Atlantic chattel slavery.

No one was with my sister when she died at home less than a week 
after she, my brother Stephen, my sister Annette, and my brother- in- 
law James had returned from a ten- day vacation together in Florida. 
Her death was sudden and alarming. We still don’t know what caused 
IdaMarie’s death; the autopsy report was inconclusive.

IdaMarie and I weren’t close. We had only ever had moments of 
closeness, like in the chiasmic aftermath of the death of her son, my 
nephew, Jason (figure 1.1). This lack of closeness was largely, though 
not only, because almost twenty- two years my senior we had never 
spent much time together, we had never really gotten to know each 
other, and I had grown used to her absence. I didn’t, in fact, experience 
her absence as absence because when I was born she was already living 
in her own life, at a distance from me, because her relationship with 
our father was irretrievable, for reasons that remain unknown to me.

There are many silences in my family. I am the youngest of six chil-
dren. My parents were born in Philadelphia in the first quarter of the 
twentieth century. My father, who went to Overbrook High School, 
was one of eight children and middle class (his mother had gone to 
Normal School in Washington, DC; three of my father’s brothers went 
to Howard University), and my mother, who went to West Catholic 
Girls High School, was the only child of a working poor and single 
mother. My parents married on my mother’s nineteenth birthday; my 
father was thirty. Neither of my parents went to college. My mother 
had always wanted to be an artist, but was told by the white nuns who 
were her teachers at West Catholic Girls that Black girls couldn’t do 
that. So after graduating she trained to become certified as an X- ray 
technician. My father worked in the sorting room at the post office 
at Thirtieth Street in Philadelphia. My mother worked as an X- ray 
technician before I was born and then at TV Guide after she was diag-
nosed with and treated for cancer the first time. After that she worked 
at Sears, Roebuck, and Co., in St. Davids, Pennsylvania, in the garden 
department and then in the personnel department. We children went 
to Archbishop John Carroll High School, St. Katherine of Siena, the 
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Academy of Notre Dame de Namur, Devon Preparatory, and also Valley 
Forge Junior High School and Conestoga Senior High School; good- 
to- mediocre Catholic schools, elite private schools, and good public 
schools. We went there, that is, until the scholarship money ran out 
and/or the racism proved too much; sometimes the scholarship money 
ran out because of racism. In each of these private and public institu-
tions and across generations (there were twenty- one and twenty- two 
years between my eldest siblings and me) we faced the kinds of racism, 
personal and institutional, that many people, across race, like to con-
sign to the pre– Brown v. Board of Education southern United States. The 
overriding engine of US racism cut through my family’s ambitions and 
desires. It coursed through our social and public encounters and our 
living room. Racism, the engine that drives the ship of state’s national 
and imperial projects (“the American ship of state . . . the ark of the 
covenant that authorized both liberty and slavery”: DeLoughrey 2010, 
53) cuts through all of our lives and deaths inside and outside the na-
tion, in the wake of its purposeful flow.

Wake: the track left on the water’s surface by a ship; the disturbance 
caused by a body swimming or moved, in water; it is the air currents 
behind a body in flight; a region of disturbed flow.1

In 1948 my parents moved with my two eldest siblings from West 
Philadelphia to Wayne, Pennsylvania, on the Main Line. They were 
Black working, middle- class, striving, people who lived at a four- way 
intersection, at one end of a small mixed- income Black neighborhood 
called Mt. Pleasant that was surrounded by largely upper- middle- class 
and wealthy white suburban neighborhoods (up the street were the 
St. David’s Golf Club and the Valley Forge Military Academy). From 
what I understand, my parents moved to the suburbs for opportunity; 
they wanted what they both imagined and knew that they did not have 
and their children would not have access to in Philadelphia: from space 
for their children to grow (there would be six of us and the house was 
small), to a yard large enough to have fruit trees and a vegetable gar-
den, to easier access to good educations for their children. (Opportu-
nity: from the Latin Ob- , meaning “toward,” and portu(m), meaning 
“port”: What is opportunity in the wake, and how is opportunity always 
framed?) This, of course, is not wholly, or even largely, a Black US phe-
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nomenon. This kind of movement happens all over the Black diaspora 
from and in the Caribbean and the continent to the metropole, the US 
great migrations of the early to mid- twentieth century that saw mil-
lions of Black people moving from the South to the North, and those 
people on the move in the contemporary from points all over the Afri-
can continent to other points on the continent and also to Germany, 
Greece, Lampedusa.2 Like many of these Black people on the move, my 
parents discovered that things were not better in this “new world”: the 
subjections of constant and overt racism and isolation continued. After 
my father died when I was ten, we slid from lower- middle- class strait-
ened circumstances into straight- up working poor. With all of the work 
that my parents did to try to enter and stay in the middle class, precarity 
and more than precarity remained. And after my father died, that pre-
carity looked and felt like winters without heat because there was no 
money for oil; holes in ceilings, walls, and floors from water damage 
that we could not afford to repair; the fears and reality of electricity and 
other utilities being cut for nonpayment; fear of a lien being placed on 
the house because there was no, or not enough, money to pay property 
taxes. For my part, my dining services access was cut during my first 
semester in college, and after that semester the University of Pennsyl-
vania almost did not allow me to return to campus because we were 
unable to pay the (small but too large for us) parental contribution. 
But through all of that and more, my mother tried to make a small path 
through the wake. She brought beauty into that house in every way that 
she could; she worked at joy, and she made livable moments, spaces, 
and places in the midst of all that was unlivable there, in the town we 
lived in; in the schools we attended; in the violence we saw and felt in-
side the home while my father was living and outside it in the larger 
white world before, during, and after his death. In other words, even as 
we experienced, recognized, and lived subjection, we did not simply or 
only live in subjection and as the subjected.3 Though she was not part of 
any organized Black movements, except in how one’s life and mind are 
organized by and positioned to apprehend the world through the optic 
of the door4 and antiblackness, my mother was politically and socially 
astute. She was attuned not only to our individual circumstances but 
also to those circumstances as they were an indication of, and related 
to, the larger antiblack world that structured all of our lives. Wake; the 
state of wakefulness; consciousness. It was with this sense of wakefulness 
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as consciousness that most of my family lived an awareness of itself as, 
and in, the wake of the unfinished project of emancipation.5

So, the same set of questions and issues are presenting themselves to 
us across these historical periods. It [is] the same story that is telling 
itself, but through the different technologies and processes of that 
particular period. (Saunders 2008a, 67)

It is a big leap from working class, to Ivy League schools, to being a 
tenured professor. And a part of that leap and apart from its specificities 
are the sense and awareness of precarity; the precarities of the afterlives 
of slavery (“skewed life chances, limited access to health and educa-
tion, premature death, incarceration, and impoverishment”: Hartman 
2007, 6); the precarities of the ongoing disaster of the ruptures of chat-
tel slavery. They texture my reading practices, my ways of being in and 
of the world, my relations with and to others. Here’s Maurice Blanchot 
(1995, 1–2): “The disaster ruins everything, all the while leaving every-
thing intact. . . . When the disaster comes upon us, it does not come. 
The disaster is its imminence, but since the future, as we conceive of it 
in the order of lived time belongs to the disaster, the disaster has always 
already withdrawn or dissuaded it; there is no future for the disaster, 
just as there is no time or space for its accomplishment.”6 Transatlan-
tic slavery was and is the disaster. The disaster of Black subjection was 
and is planned; terror is disaster and “terror has a history” (Youngquist 
2011, 7) and it is deeply atemporal. The history of capital is inextricable 
from the history of Atlantic chattel slavery. The disaster and the writing 
of disaster are never present, are always present.7 In this work, In the 
Wake: On Blackness and Being, I want to think “the wake” as a problem 
of and for thought. I want to think “care” as a problem for thought. I 
want to think care in the wake as a problem for thinking and of and for 
Black non/being in the world.8 Put another way, In the Wake: On Black-
ness and Being is a work that insists and performs that thinking needs 
care (“all thought is Black thought”)9 and that thinking and care need 
to stay in the wake.

December 2013. I was in the grocery store when my brother Stephen 
called. I listened to the message and I called him back immediately. 
The tone of his voice and the fact of the call let me know that some-
thing was wrong because in recent years my brother became very bad 
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at making and returning calls, a fact that he was always deeply apolo-
getic about. When he answered the phone, he told me that he had bad 
news about Annette. I froze. Asked, “What? Is she okay?” Stephen told 
me yes, physically she was okay, but Annette and my brother- in- law 
James’s adopted and estranged son Caleb (called Trey before he was 
adopted and renamed) had been murdered in Pittsburgh. Stephen had 
no other information.

Caleb had been severely abused before he was adopted at the age of 
five. He was very small for his age and quiet, and my sister and brother- 
in- law at first were not aware of the extent or the severity of the abuse 
he had suffered. But when Caleb continued to have trouble adjusting, 
they sought the help of therapists. In response to a therapist’s ques-
tion about the difficulties he was facing, the then six- year- old Caleb 
replied, “I’m just bad.” Eventually Caleb was diagnosed with a severe 
attachment disorder, which meant that it was likely he would never 
bond with my sister. There are other stories to be told here; they are 
not mine to tell.

I put my basket down and left the store. When I got home I searched 
online for Caleb’s name, and the brief news stories I found on the web-
sites of the Pittsburgh Post- Gazette and the TribLive were about the 
murder of a twenty- year- old young Black man on Pittsburgh’s North 
Side, and together they provided all of the details I had of my nephew’s 
death.10 “Caleb Williams, a twenty- year- old Black male from Turtle 
Creek, was fatally shot to death in the trunk and neck as he and an-
other person left an apartment in the 1700 block of Letsche Street in 
the North Side. Shots were fired from an adjoining apartment. He was 
taken to Allegheny General Hospital, where he later died. No one has 
been charged; the investigation is ongoing.”11

This wasn’t the first time that I searched newspapers for the de-
tails of a murdered family member. In 1994 the Philadelphia police 
murdered my cousin Robert, who was schizophrenic; he had become 
schizophrenic after his first year as an undergraduate at the University 
of Pennsylvania. What I have been able to reconstruct with the help of 
my brother Christopher, my partner, memory, and online news archives 
is that Robert was living in an apartment in Germantown not far from 
my uncle, his father, and my aunt, his stepmother, and he had stopped 
taking his medication. He was a big man, six foot eight. Apparently he 
was agitated and had been walking the neighborhood. “A Germantown 
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man was shot and killed last night when he ended an eight- hour stand-
off with police by walking out of his apartment building and pointing 
a starter pistol at officers, police said. Robert Sharpe, forty, was shot 
several times outside the apartment building on Manheim Street near 
Wayne Avenue. He was pronounced dead a short time later at Medical 
College of Pennsylvania Hospital’s main campus” (Taylor 1994).

What the paper did not say is that Robert’s neighbors knew him and 
were not afraid of him; they were concerned for him and they wanted 
help calming his agitation. What the paper did not say is that the police 
shot Robert, who was unarmed, or armed with a starter pistol—a toy 
gun—point blank eleven times, or nineteen times, in the back.12 There 
was no seeking justice here. What would justice mean?13 Joy James and 
João Costa Vargas ask in “Refusing Blackness- as- Victimization: Tray-
von Martin and the Black Cyborgs”: “What happens when instead of 
becoming enraged and shocked every time a Black person is killed in 
the United States, we recognize Black death as a predictable and con-
stitutive aspect of this democracy? What will happen then if instead 
of demanding justice we recognize (or at least consider) that the very 
notion of justice . . . produces and requires Black exclusion and death 
as normative” (James and Costa Vargas 2012, 193). The ongoing state- 
sanctioned legal and extralegal murders of Black people are normative 
and, for this so- called democracy, necessary; it is the ground we walk 
on. And that it is the ground lays out that, and perhaps how, we might 
begin to live in relation to this requirement for our death. What kinds 
of possibilities for rupture might be opened up? What happens when 
we proceed as if we know this, antiblackness, to be the ground on which 
we stand, the ground from which we to attempt to speak, for instance, 
an “I” or a “we” who know, an “I” or a “we” who care?

That these and other Black deaths are produced as normative still 
leaves gaps and unanswered questions for those of us in the wake of 
those specific and cumulative deaths. My niece Dianna sent me a video 
about her cousin, my nephew. It was dedicated to “Little Nigga Trey,” 
and that the video exists speaks to my nephew’s life after he relocated 
and returned to live with and in proximity to his birth family in Pitts-
burgh and also speaks to the nonbiological family he made as a young 
adult.14 Caleb’s life was singular and difficult, and it was also not dis-
similar to the lives of many young Black people living in, and produced 
by, the contemporary conditions of Black life as it is lived near death, 
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as deathliness, in the wake of slavery. “The U.S. Marshals this morning 
arrested a Pittsburgh homicide suspect in New Kensington who has 
been on the loose since December.  Jamirre Wilkes is charged with kill-
ing Caleb Williams, 20, of Turtle Creek on Dec. 10.”15 Wake; in the line 
of recoil of (a gun).

I include the personal here to connect the social forces on a spe-
cific, particular family’s being in the wake to those of all Black people 
in the wake; to mourn and to illustrate the ways our individual lives 
are always swept up in the wake produced and determined, though 
not absolutely, by the afterlives of slavery. Put another way, I include 
the personal here in order to position this work, and myself, in and of 
the wake. The “autobiographical example,” says Saidiya Hartman, “is 
not a personal story that folds onto itself; it’s not about navel gazing, 
it’s really about trying to look at historical and social process and one’s 
own formation as a window onto social and historical processes, as an 
example of them” (Saunders 2008b, 7). Like Hartman I include the per-
sonal here, “to tell a story capable of engaging and countering the vio-
lence of abstraction” (Hartman 2008, 7).

Late January 2014. I was preparing to go to Germany to give a talk 
the first week of February when my niece Dianna, the daughter of my 
eldest brother Van Buren, called to tell me that Stephen, my second 
oldest brother, was ill and that she and Karen, my sister- in- law, had 
called an ambulance to take him to the hospital (figure 1.2). She said 
he didn’t want to go but that he was having difficulty breathing. I knew 
that Stephen hadn’t been well. At IdaMarie’s funeral he seemed and 
looked aged and in pain. I made myself believe that what I was seeing 
on his face and body were “just” (as if this could be “just” in any mean-
ing of the word) the long- term effects of sickle cell, his deep depression 
over IdaMarie’s death, and the grinding down of poverty—the poverty 
of the work- too- hard- and- still- can’t- make- ends- meet kind. Then I 
simultaneously thought, but didn’t want to think, that he was really ill. 
Now, panicked, I asked Dianna if I should come. When she said no, I 
told her that I was headed to Germany in a few days and that I would 
cancel that trip in order to be there; I told her I wanted to see Stephen, 
wanted to be with him.

The next day I talked to Stephen, and with his assurances I made 
the trip to Bremen, Germany, where I was to give a talk at the Univer-
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sity of Bremen, titled “In the Wake.” This was the third iteration of the 
work that has become this book. In our conversation Stephen told me 
that he was weak and worried and that the doctors weren’t sure what 
was wrong with him. There were many tests and multiple and conflict-
ing diagnoses.

In the days after I returned from Bremen the doctors finally gave 
Stephen a diagnosis of malignant mesothelioma. They told him that 
he likely had between six and nine months to live. We were devastated. 
None of us were sure how he got this rare cancer that is usually caused 
by exposure to asbestos. We learned from the doctors that the dor-
mancy period for mesotheliomas is long, from ten to fifty years. If this 
mesothelioma was from what and from where we thought, we were 
struck that the damage from one summer’s work forty- five years earlier 
at a local insulation company in Wayne, Pennsylvania, when he was 
fourteen years old could suddenly appear, now, to fracture the present. 
In the wake, the past that is not past reappears, always, to rupture the 
present.

The Past—or, more accurately, pastness—is a position. Thus, in no 
way can we identify the past as past. (Trouillot 1997, 15)

In one of the moments that Stephen was alone in his hospital room, 
before he was moved to a rehabilitation center, then back to the inten-
sive care unit at the hospital, and finally to hospice care, he called me 
and asked me to do him a favor. He said he knew he could count on 
me. He asked me to not let him suffer; to make sure that he was medi-
cated enough that he wouldn’t suffer. I told him yes, I would do that. 
We knew that for each of us the unspoken end of that sentence was “the 
way our mother did” as she was dying of cancer (figure 1.3).

Several nights later Dianna called and told me to come quickly. We 
rented a car and drove from Cambridge, Massachusetts, to Norristown, 
Pennsylvania. But my brother was no longer able to speak by the time 
we got to the hospital, in a repetition of 1998, when I made it to my 
mother’s side from Geneva, New York, where I was teaching in my 
first job as I completed my PhD dissertation. But I was there. He regis-
tered my presence. (I am the youngest child. We were always there for 
each other.) I could speak with him. I could hold his hand, and stroke 
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his face, and play Stevie Wonder and Bob Marley. I could tell him how 
much I loved him, how much he would live on in my life, and in the 
lives of everyone he had touched.

February 21, 2014. My sister Annette and her husband James had 
just left Stephen’s hospital hospice room, and more of Stephen’s friends 
started arriving; they were coming in from Texas and California and 
other states far from Pennsylvania. My youngest brother, Christopher 
(he is five years older than I), was traveling the next day from Cali-
fornia. My partner and I bought wine and food. We brought it back 
to the hospital room. Several of Stephen’s friends arrived. We opened 
the wine, we talked and laughed, we toasted his life. As we gathered 
around Stephen’s bed and shared stories, played music, laughed, and 
told him how much we loved him, suddenly Stephen sat up, he looked 
at us, he tried to speak, a tear ran down his face, he exhaled, he lay back 
down, and he died. Wake: a watch or vigil held beside the body of someone 
who has died, sometimes accompanied by ritual observances including eat-
ing and drinking.

Defend the dead. (Philip 2008, 26)

What does it mean to defend the dead? To tend to the Black dead 
and dying: to tend to the Black person, to Black people, always living 
in the push toward our death? It means work. It is work: hard emo-
tional, physical, and intellectual work that demands vigilant attendance 
to the needs of the dying, to ease their way, and also to the needs of 
the living. Vigilance, too, because any- and everywhere we are, medi-
cal and other professionals treat Black patients differently: often they 
don’t listen to the concerns of patients and their families; they ration 
palliative medicine, or deny them access to it altogether. While there 
are multiple reasons for this (Stein 2007),16 experience and research 
tell us “ ‘people assume that, relative to whites, blacks feel less pain be-
cause they have faced more hardship.’ . . . Because they are believed to 
be less sensitive to pain, black people are forced to endure more pain” 
(Silverstein 2013).17 We had to work to make sure that Stephen was as 
comfortable as possible.

Being with Stephen and other family and friends of Stephen’s as he 
died, I re- experienced the power of the wake. The power of and in sit-
ting with someone as they die, the important work of sitting (together) 
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in the pain and sorrow of death as a way of marking, remembering, 
and celebrating a life. Wake: grief, celebration, memory, and those among 
the living who, through ritual, mourn their passing and celebrate their life 
in particular the watching of relatives and friends beside the body of the 
dead person from death to burial and the drinking, feasting, and other ob-
servances incidental to this. The wake continued after Stephen’s death, 
to the funeral, and then into the gathering and celebration of his life 
afterward.

And while the wake produces Black death and trauma—“violence . . . 
precedes and exceeds Blacks” (Wilderson 2010, 76)—we, Black people 
everywhere and anywhere we are, still produce in, into, and through 
the wake an insistence on existing: we insist Black being into the wake.

On Existence in the Wake&/&Teaching in the Wake
I teach a course called Memory for Forgetting. The title came from 
my misremembering the title of a book that Judith Butler mentioned 
in an MLA talk on activism and the academy in San Diego in 2004. 
The book was Mahmoud Darwish’s Memory for Forgetfulness, and the 
course looks at two traumatic histories (the Holocaust and largely US/
North American slavery) and the film, memoir, narrative, literature, 
and art that take up these traumas. I have found that I have had to work 
very hard with students when it comes to thinking through slavery and 
its afterlives. When I taught the course chronologically, I found that 
many, certainly well- meaning, students held onto whatever empathy 
they might have for reading about the Holocaust but not for North 
American slavery. After two semesters of this, I started teaching the 
Holocaust first and then North American chattel slavery. But even after 
I made the change, students would say things about the formerly en-
slaved like, “Well, they were given food and clothing; there was a kind 
of care there. And what would the enslaved have done otherwise?” The 
“otherwise” here means: What lives would Black people have had out-
side of slavery? How would they have survived independent of those 
who enslaved them? In order for the students in the class to confront 
their inability to think blackness otherwise and to think slavery as state 
violence, at a certain moment in the course I replay a scene from Claude 
Lanzmann’s Shoah. The scene is in the section of Shoah where we meet 
Simon Srebnik (one of three survivors of the massacre at Chelmno 
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then living in Israel) on his return to Chelmno, Poland. In this scene 
Srebnik is surrounded by the townspeople who remember him as the 
young boy with the beautiful voice who was forced by the Germans to 
sing on the river every morning. At first the townspeople are glad to see 
him, glad to know that he is alive. Soon, though, and with ease, their re-
lief and astonishment turn into something else, and they begin to speak 
about how they helped the Jewish residents of Chelmno, and then they 
begin to blame the Jews of Chelmno for their own murder. The cam-
era stays on Srebnik’s face, as it becomes more and more frozen into 
a kind of smile as these people surround him. Some of these people 
who are brought out of their homes by his singing on the river—as if 
he is a revenant—are the very people who by apathy or more directly 
abetted the murder of thousands of the town’s Jewish residents. The 
students are appalled by all of this. They feel for him. I ask them if they 
can imagine if, after the war’s end, Simon Srebnik had no place to go 
other than to return to this country and this town; to these people 
who would have also seen him dead; who had, in fact, tried to kill him 
and every other Jewish person in Chelmno. That is, I say, the condi-
tion in the post– Civil War United States of the formerly enslaved and 
their descendants; still on the plantation, still surrounded by those who 
claimed ownership over them and who fought, and fight still, to extend 
that state of capture and subjection in as many legal and extralegal ways 
as possible, into the present. The means and modes of Black subjection 
may have changed, but the fact and structure of that subjection remain.

Those of us who teach, write, and think about slavery and its after-
lives encounter myriad silences and ruptures in time, space, history, 
ethics, research, and method as we do our work. Again and again schol-
ars of slavery face absences in the archives as we attempt to find “the 
agents buried beneath” (Spillers 2003b) the accumulated erasures, 
projections, fabulations, and misnamings. There are, I think, specific 
ways that Black scholars of slavery get wedged in the partial truths of 
the archives while trying to make sense of their silences, absences, and 
modes of dis/appearance. The methods most readily available to us 
sometimes, oftentimes, force us into positions that run counter to what 
we know. That is, our knowledge, of slavery and Black being in slavery, 
is gained from our studies, yes, but also in excess of those studies;18 it is 
gained through the kinds of knowledge from and of the everyday, from 
what Dionne Brand calls “sitting in the room with history.”19 We are ex-
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pected to discard, discount, disregard, jettison, abandon, and measure 
those ways of knowing and to enact epistemic violence that we know 
to be violence against others and ourselves. In other words, for Black 
academics to produce legible work in the academy often means adher-
ing to research methods that are “drafted into the service of a larger 
destructive force” (Saunders 2008a, 67), thereby doing violence to our 
own capacities to read, think, and imagine otherwise. Despite know-
ing otherwise, we are often disciplined into thinking through and along 
lines that reinscribe our own annihilation, reinforcing and reproducing 
what Sylvia Wynter (1994, 70) has called our “narratively condemned 
status.” We must become undisciplined. The work we do requires new 
modes and methods of research and teaching; new ways of entering 
and leaving the archives of slavery, of undoing the “racial calculus and 
. . . political arithmetic that were entrenched centuries ago” (Hartman 
2008, 6) and that live into the present. I think this is what Brand de-
scribes in A Map to the Door of No Return as a kind of blackened knowl-
edge, an unscientific method, that comes from observing that where 
one stands is relative to the door of no return and that moment of his-
torical and ongoing rupture. With this as the ground, I’ve been trying 
to articulate a method of encountering a past that is not past. A method 
along the lines of a sitting with, a gathering, and a tracking of phe-
nomena that disproportionately and devastatingly affect Black peoples 
any and everywhere we are. I’ve been thinking of this gathering, this 
collecting and reading toward a new analytic, as the wake and wake 
work, and I am interested in plotting, mapping, and collecting the ar-
chives of the everyday of Black immanent and imminent death, and in 
tracking the ways we resist, rupture, and disrupt that immanence and 
imminence aesthetically and materially.

I am interested in how we imagine ways of knowing that past, in ex-
cess of the fictions of the archive, but not only that. I am interested, too, 
in the ways we recognize the many manifestations of that fiction and 
that excess, that past not yet past, in the present.

In the Wake
Keeping each of the definitions of wake in mind, I want to think and 
argue for one aspect of Black being in the wake as consciousness and to 
propose that to be in the wake is to occupy and to be occupied by the 
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continuous and changing present of slavery’s as yet unresolved unfold-
ing. To be “in” the wake, to occupy that grammar, the infinitive, might 
provide another way of theorizing, in/for/from what Frank Wilderson 
refers to as “stay[ing] in the hold of the ship.”20 With each of those defi-
nitions of wake present throughout my text, I argue that rather than 
seeking a resolution to blackness’s ongoing and irresolvable abjection, 
one might approach Black being in the wake as a form of conscious-
ness. Political scientists, historians, philosophers, literary scholars, and 
others have posed as a question for thought the endurance of racial 
inequality after juridical emancipation and civil rights, and they have 
interrogated the conflation of blackness as the ontological negation of 
being with Black subjects and communities. That is, across disciplines, 
scholars and researchers continue to be concerned with the endurance 
of antiblackness in and outside the contemporary. In that way In the 
Wake: On Blackness and Being joins the work of those scholars who in-
vestigate the ongoing problem of Black exclusion from social, political, 
and cultural belonging; our abjection from the realm of the human. 
But the book departs from those scholars and those works that look 
for political, juridical, or even philosophical answers to this problem. 
My project looks instead to current quotidian disasters in order to ask 
what, if anything, survives this insistent Black exclusion, this ontologi-
cal negation, and how do literature, performance, and visual culture 
observe and mediate this un/survival. To do this work of staying in the 
wake and to perform wake work I look also to forms of Black expressive 
culture (like the works of poets and poet- novelists M. NourbeSe Philip, 
Dionne Brand, and Kamau Brathwaite) that do not seek to explain or 
resolve the question of this exclusion in terms of assimilation, inclu-
sion, or civil or human rights, but rather depict aesthetically the impos-
sibility of such resolutions by representing the paradoxes of blackness 
within and after the legacies of slavery’s denial of Black humanity. I 
name this paradox the wake, and I use the wake in all of its meanings 
as a means of understanding how slavery’s violences emerge within the 
contemporary conditions of spatial, legal, psychic, material, and other 
dimensions of Black non/being as well as in Black modes of resistance.

If slavery persists as an issue in the political life of black America, 
it is not because of an antiquarian obsession with bygone days 
or the burden of a too- long memory, but because black lives are 
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still imperiled and devalued by a racial calculus and a political 
arithmetic that were entrenched centuries ago. This is the afterlife of 
slavery—skewed life chances, limited access to health and education, 
premature death, incarceration, and impoverishment. I, too, am the 
afterlife of slavery. (Hartman 2007, 6)

Living in/the wake of slavery is living “the afterlife of property” and 
living the afterlife of partus sequitur ventrem (that which is brought 
forth follows the womb), in which the Black child inherits the non/
status, the non/being of the mother. That inheritance of a non/status 
is everywhere apparent now in the ongoing criminalization of Black 
women and children. Living in the wake on a global level means living 
the disastrous time and effects of continued marked migrations, Medi-
terranean and Caribbean disasters, trans- American and - African mi-
gration, structural adjustment imposed by the International Monetary 
Fund that continues imperialisms/colonialisms, and more. And here, 
in the United States, it means living and dying through the policies of 
the first US Black president; it means the gratuitous violence of stop- 
and- frisk and Operation Clean Halls; rates of Black incarceration that 
boggle the mind (Black people represent 60 percent of the imprisoned 
population); the immanence of death as “a predictable and constitu-
tive aspect of this democracy” (James and Costa Vargas 2012, 193, em-
phasis mine). Living in the wake means living the history and present 
of terror, from slavery to the present, as the ground of our everyday 
Black existence; living the historically and geographically dis/continu-
ous but always present and endlessly reinvigorated brutality in, and 
on, our bodies while even as that terror is visited on our bodies the 
realities of that terror are erased. Put another way, living in the wake 
means living in and with terror in that in much of what passes for public 
discourse about terror we, Black people, become the carriers of terror, 
terror’s embodiment, and not the primary objects of terror’s multiple 
enactments; the ground of terror’s possibility globally. This is every-
where clear as we think about those Black people in the United States 
who can “weaponize sidewalks” (Trayvon Martin) and shoot them-
selves while handcuffed (Victor White III, Chavis Carter, Jesus Huerta, 
and more), those Black people transmigrating21 the African continent 
toward the Mediterranean and then to Europe who are imagined as in-
sects, swarms, vectors of disease; familiar narratives of danger and dis-
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aster that attach to our always already weaponized Black bodies (the 
weapon is blackness). We must also, for example, think of President 
Obama’s former press secretary Robert Gibbs, who said, commenting 
on the drone murder of sixteen- year- old US citizen Abdulrahman Al- 
Alwaki, “I would suggest that you should have a far more responsible 
father if you are truly concerned about the well being [sic] of your chil-
dren” (Grim 2012).22 We must consider this alongside the tracking of 
Haitians and Dominicans of Haitian descent without papers by drones 
in the midst of the ongoing ethnic cleansing in the Dominican Repub-
lic.23 We must consider Gibbs’s statement alongside Barack Obama’s 
reprimands of Black men in the United States, his admonishing them 
to be responsible fathers. Consider, too, the resurgence of narratives 
that Black people were better off in chattel slavery. This is Black life 
in the wake; this is the flesh, these are bodies, to which anything and 
everything can be and is done.

In the immediate aftermath of the June 17, 2015, murders of six Black 
women and three Black men in the Emanuel African Methodist Epis-
copal (AME) Church in South Carolina in the United States, the poet 
Claudia Rankine published a New York Times op- ed piece titled “The 
Condition of Black Life Is One of Mourning.” Rankine writes, “Though 
the white liberal imagination likes to feel temporarily bad about black 
suffering, there really is no mode of empathy that can replicate the daily 
strain of knowing that as a black person you can be killed for simply 
being black: no hands in your pockets, no playing music, no sudden 
movements, no driving your car, no walking at night, no walking in the 
day, no turning onto this street, no entering this building, no standing 
your ground, no standing here, no standing there, no talking back, no 
playing with toy guns, no living while black” (Rankine 2015). To be in 
the wake is to live in those no’s, to live in the no- space that the law is 
not bound to respect, to live in no citizenship, to live in the long time 
of Dred and Harriet Scott; and it is more than that. To be/in the wake 
is to occupy that time/space/place/construction (being in the wake) 
in all of the meanings I referenced. To be in the wake is to recognize 
the categories I theorize in this text as the ongoing locations of Black 
being: the wake, the ship, the hold, and the weather. To be in the wake 
is also to recognize the ways that we are constituted through and by 
continued vulnerability to overwhelming force though not only known 
to ourselves and to each other by that force.24
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In the midst of so much death and the fact of Black life as proximate 
to death, how do we attend to physical, social, and figurative death and 
also to the largeness that is Black life, Black life insisted from death? I 
want to suggest that that might look something like wake work.

Wake Work
When I finally arrived at the door of no return, there was an official there, a 
guide who was either a man in his ordinary life or an idiot or a dissembler. But 
even if he was a man in his ordinary life or an idiot or a dissembler, he was au-
thoritative. Exhausted violet, the clerk interjects. Yes he was says the author, 
violet snares. For some strange reason he wanted to control the story. Vio-
let files. Violet chemistry. Violet unction. It was December, we had brought a 
bottle of rum, some ancient ritual we remembered from nowhere and no one. 
We stepped one behind the other as usual. The castle was huge, opulent, a going 
concern in its time. We went like pilgrims. You were pilgrims. We were pilgrims. 
This is the holiest we ever were. Our gods were in the holding cells. We awak-
ened our gods and we left them there, because we never needed gods again. 
We did not have wicked gods so they understood. They lay in their corners, on 
their disintegrated floors, they lay on their wall of skin dust. They stood when 
we entered, happy to see us. Our guide said, this was the prison cell for the 
men, this was the prison cell for the women. I wanted to strangle the guide as 
if he were the original guide. It took all my will. Yet in the rooms the guide was 
irrelevant, the gods woke up and we felt pity for them, and affection and love; 
they felt happy for us, we were still alive. Yes, we are still alive we said. And we 
had returned to thank them. You are still alive, they said. Yes we are still alive. 
They looked at us like violet; like violet teas they drank us. We said here we are. 
They said, you are still alive. We said, yes, yes we are still alive. How lemon, 
they said, how blue like fortune. We took the bottle of rum from our veins, we 
washed their faces. We were pilgrims, they were gods. We sewed the rim of 
their skins with cotton. This is what we had. They said with wonder and admira-
tion, you are still alive, like hydrogen, like oxygen.

We all stood there for some infinite time. We did weep, but that is nothing 
in comparison.
—Dionne Brand, Verso 55

If, as I have so far suggested, we think the metaphor of the wake in the 
entirety of its meanings (the keeping watch with the dead, the path of 
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a ship, a consequence of something, in the line of flight and/or sight, 
awakening, and consciousness) and we join the wake with work in order 
that we might make the wake and wake work our analytic, we might con-
tinue to imagine new ways to live in the wake of slavery, in slavery’s 
afterlives, to survive (and more) the afterlife of property. In short, I 
mean wake work to be a mode of inhabiting and rupturing this episteme 
with our known lived and un/imaginable lives. With that analytic we 
might imagine otherwise from what we know now in the wake of slavery.

Dionne Brand does this wake work as she imagines otherwise in 
Verso 55, a verso in which she not only revisits A Map to the Door of 
No Return’s imagining of diaspora consciousness’s relation to that door 
as mythic and real location but also imagines an encounter between 
the returned from diaspora and those who were held in the cells of 
the forts.25 She imagines those who were held, reconfiguring—coming 
back together in wonder—the traces of their former selves rising up in 
greeting. Here the ancestors are like Marie Ursule, who, in At the Full 
and Change of the Moon, reanimates those Ursuline nuns who were her 
enslavers for the purpose of looking after her daughter Bola whom she 
dreams into a, into the, future. In Verso 55, Brand imagines that with the 
entrance of the pilgrims those who were held reconstitute from where 
they “lay in their corners, on their disintegrated floors, they lay on their 
wall of skin dust,” and stand to greet them; the ancestors, the only gods 
we had, their traces so much dust and haunt in those holding rooms. 
With these words Brand produces into the wake other than the “pro-
duction of nothing—empty rooms, and silence, and lives reduced to 
waste”; she imagines other uses for “the scraps of the archive” (Hart-
man 2008, 4).26 Brand, like Hartman, encounters these rooms, this pain 
of and in the archive, but those rooms are not empty, and though the 
scraps of cotton, new world slave crop, may in fact be insufficient to our 
needs and to theirs, they are what we have to offer. And those dwell-
ers of the rooms who had no thoughts of visitors, could not know, but 
might imagine, that anything, any part, of them would survive the hold-
ing, the shipping, the water, and the weather, drink those visitors in like 
violet tea and lemon air. Verso 55 is filled with the knowledge that this 
holding, these deaths, that shipping ought never to have happened, and 
with that knowledge and “the scraps of the archive” Brand imagines 
something that feels completely new. The rooms are not empty and the 
scraps are what we have to offer.
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But even if those Africans who were in the holds, who left some-
thing of their prior selves in those rooms as a trace to be discovered, 
and who passed through the doors of no return did not survive the 
holding and the sea, they, like us, are alive in hydrogen, in oxygen; in 
carbon, in phosphorous, and iron; in sodium and chlorine. This is what 
we know about those Africans thrown, jumped, dumped overboard in 
Middle Passage; they are with us still, in the time of the wake, known 
as residence time.

They said with wonder and admiration, you are still alive, like 
hydrogen, like oxygen. (Brand 2015)

Brand does this in A Map to the Door of No Return as well, particu-
larly with her “Ruttier for the Marooned in Diaspora,” which bristles 
with her refusal to think return, her dislodging of belonging, and her 
hard insisting on the facts of displacement and the living in and as the 
displaced of diaspora. NourbeSe Philip does this in Zong! through her 
destruction of the archive in order to tell “the story that cannot be 
told” but must still be told (Saunders 2008a, 65). We must be (and we 
already are) about the work of what I am calling wake work as a theory 
and praxis of the wake; a theory and a praxis of Black being in diaspora.

I am trying to find the language for this work, find the form for this 
work. Language and form fracture more every day. I am trying, too, to 
find the words that will articulate care and the words to think what Ke-
guro Macharia (2015) calls those “we formations.” I am trying to think 
how to perform the labor of them. Or what Tinsley (2008, 191) calls 
a “feeling and a feeling for” and what Glissant ([1995] 2006, 9) refers 
to as “knowing ourselves as part and as crowd.” This is what I am call-
ing wake work. With Brand and Philip, I want to sound this language 
anew, sound a new language. Thinking, still, with Brand and Philip, 
who demand, always, a new thinking, I want to distinguish what I am 
calling Black being in the wake and wake work from the work of mel-
ancholia and mourning.27 And though wake work is, at least in part, 
attentive to mourning and the mourning work that takes place on local 
and trans*local and global levels, and even as we know that mourn-
ing an event might be interminable, how does one mourn the intermi-
nable event? Just as wake work troubles mourning, so too do the wake 
and wake work trouble the ways most museums and memorials take 
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up trauma and memory. That is, if museums and memorials materi-
alize a kind of reparation (repair) and enact their own pedagogies as 
they position visitors to have a particular experience or set of experi-
ences about an event that is seen to be past, how does one memorialize 
chattel slavery and its afterlives, which are unfolding still? How do we 
memorialize an event that is still ongoing? Might we instead under-
stand the absence of a National Slavery Museum in the United States as 
recognition of the ongoingness of the conditions of capture? Because 
how does one memorialize the everyday? How does one, in the words 
so often used by such institutions, “come to terms with” (which usually 
means move past) ongoing and quotidian atrocity? Put another way, 
I’m interested in ways of seeing and imagining responses to terror in 
the varied and various ways that our Black lives are lived under occupa-
tion; ways that attest to the modalities of Black life lived in, as, under, 
and despite Black death. And I want to think about what this imagining 
calls forth, to think through what it calls on “us” to do, think, feel in the 
wake of slavery—which is to say in an ongoing present of subjection 
and resistance; which is to say wake work, wake theory. I want, too, to 
distinguish what I am calling and calling for as care from state- imposed 
regimes of surveillance.28 How can we think (and rethink and rethink) 
care laterally, in the register of the intramural, in a different relation 
than that of the violence of the state? In what ways do we remember the 
dead, those lost in the Middle Passage, those who arrived reluctantly, 
and those still arriving? To quote Gaston Bachelard, whom I arrived at 
through Elizabeth DeLoughrey’s “Heavy Waters,” “water is an element 
‘which remembers the dead’” (DeLoughrey 2010, 704).

What, then, are the ongoing coordinates and effects of the wake, and 
what does it mean to inhabit that Fanonian “zone of non- Being” within 
and after slavery’s denial of Black humanity?29 Inhabiting here is the 
state of being inhabited/occupied and also being or dwelling in. In acti-
vating the multiple registers of “wake,” I have turned to images, poetry, 
and literature that take up the wake as a way toward understanding how 
slavery’s continued unfolding is constitutive of the contemporary con-
ditions of spatial, legal, psychic, and material dimensions of Black non/
being as well as Black aesthetic and other modes of deformation and 
interruption. That set of work by Black artists, poets, writers, and think-
ers is positioned against a set of quotidian catastrophic events and their 
reporting that together comprise what I am calling the orthography of 
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the wake. The latter is a dysgraphia of disaster, and these disasters ar-
rive by way of the rapid, deliberate, repetitive, and wide circulation on 
television and social media of Black social, material, and psychic death. 
This orthography makes domination in/visible and not/visceral. This 
orthography is an instance of what I am calling the Weather; it regis-
ters and produces the conventions of antiblackness in the present and 
into the future.

A reprise and an elaboration: Wakes are processes; through them we 
think about the dead and about our relations to them; they are rituals 
through which to enact grief and memory. Wakes allow those among 
the living to mourn the passing of the dead through ritual; they are the 
watching of relatives and friends beside the body of the deceased from 
death to burial and the accompanying drinking, feasting, and other ob-
servances, a watching practiced as a religious observance. But wakes 
are also “the track left on the water’s surface by a ship (figure 1.4); 
the disturbance caused by a body swimming, or one that is moved, in 
water; the air currents behind a body in flight; a region of disturbed 
flow; in the line of sight of (an observed object); and (something) in 
the line of recoil of (a gun)”; finally, wake means being awake and, also, 
 consciousness.

In the wake, the semiotics of the slave ship continue: from the forced 
movements of the enslaved to the forced movements of the migrant 
and the refugee, to the regulation of Black people in North American 
streets and neighborhoods, to those ongoing crossings of and drown-
ings in the Mediterranean Sea, to the brutal colonial reimaginings of 
the slave ship and the ark; to the reappearances of the slave ship in 
everyday life in the form of the prison, the camp, and the school.

As we go about wake work, we must think through containment, 
regulation, punishment, capture, and captivity and the ways the mani-
fold representations of blackness become the symbol, par excellence, 
for the less- than- human being condemned to death. We must think 
about Black flesh, Black optics, and ways of producing enfleshed work; 
think the ways the hold cannot and does not hold even as the hold re-
mains in the form of the semiotics of the slave ship hold, the prison, the 
womb, and elsewhere in and as the tension between being and instru-
mentality that is Black being in the wake. At stake is not recognizing 
antiblackness as total climate. At stake, too, is not recognizing an insis-
tent Black visualsonic resistance to that imposition of non/being. How 
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might we stay in the wake with and as those whom the state positions 
to die ungrievable deaths and live lives meant to be unlivable? These 
are questions of temporality, the longue durée, the residence and hold 
time of the wake. At stake, then is to stay in this wake time toward in-
habiting a blackened consciousness that would rupture the structural 
silences produced and facilitated by, and that produce and facilitate, 
Black social and physical death.

For, if we are lucky, we live in the knowledge that the wake has posi-
tioned us as no- citizen.30 If we are lucky, the knowledge of this posi-
tioning avails us particular ways of re/seeing, re/inhabiting, and re/
imagining the world. And we might use these ways of being in the wake 
in our responses to terror and the varied and various ways that our 
Black lives are lived under occupation. I want In the Wake to declare 
that we are Black peoples in the wake with no state or nation to protect 
us, with no citizenship bound to be respected, and to position us in the 
modalities of Black life lived in, as, under, despite Black death: to think 
and be and act from there. It is my particular hope that the praxis of 
the wake and wake work, the theory and performance of the wake and 
wake work, as modes of attending to Black life and Black suffering, are 
imagined and performed here with enough specificity to attend to the 
direness of the multiple and overlapping presents that we face; it is also 
my hope that the praxis of the wake and wake work might have enough 
capaciousness to travel and do work that I have not here been able to 
imagine or anticipate.



1.1 The author (age ten) and her nephew Jason Phillip Sharpe (age approximately 
one month). 1.2 Stephen Wheatley Sharpe (age eighteen). 1.3 Ida Wright Sharpe 
(my mother), Van Buren Sharpe Jr. (my father), IdaMarie Sharpe (my sister), Van 
Buren Sharpe III (my brother), and Stephen Wheatley Sharpe (infant; my brother) 
in 1954. Everyone in this photograph is now dead.



1.4 The wake of a cruise ship on the open ocean. Photo taken on March 10, 2011. 
© Bcbounders | Dreamstime.com—Cruise Ship Wake Photo
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Chapter 1: The Wake

1 Some definitions, phrases, and quotations (like, for example, the definitions of 
wake) will repeat throughout the text of In the Wake and will be marked by ital-
ics. I imagine these italicized repetitions as a reminder, a refrain, and more.

2 I share this with a friend and he responds with the following: “I tripped over the 
word ‘opportunity,’ [in my narrative] because of its ubiquity in the narratives of 
Dutch Caribbeans. I’ve been thinking a lot about the work that ‘opportunity’ 
does both in Dutch Caribbean narratives of migration, and the Dutch govern-
ment’s pledge to ‘create opportunities for all.’ My parents moved to the Nether-
lands ‘for opportunity,’ and they also experienced ‘constant and overt racism, 
isolation.’ My father was kept in the same job with no prospect of promotion 
for years on end; ironically, in the Dutch Caribbean the Netherlands has been 
imagined as the ‘land of opportunity’ (and I won’t be getting into how that 
imagination has been shaped by colonialism). The Netherlands has become 
fixed as an orientation point.” Personal email cited with the permission of the 
author, Egbert Alejandro Martina.

3 A while ago when I was searching for something else in the archives of the 
Philadelphia Inquirer I found two of the many op- eds that my mother wrote 
and that were published in the paper after she read about, saw, or otherwise 
witnessed racism. I include the text of the letters here.

Letters to the Editor: Deep- seated Bias
December 20, 1986

If anyone has seriously been entertaining doubts that deep- seated preju-
dice is alive and thriving in the United States, he has only to read the 
Dec. 9 front page article in The Inquirer concerning the 14- year- old girl 
who was a rape victim to disabuse himself of this naive notion.
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Here we have a situation cast in the classic mold of the pre- civil rights 
era. A white female is raped (by a white male whom she knows) but, 
when describing her assailant, she does not describe a bogus white male 
but chooses to describe her attacker as a nonexistent black male. How 
sad that this 14- year- old child apparently instinctively chose a member 
(albeit a fictitious one) of another race to be her victim.

Ida Wright Sharpe
Wayne

Letters to the Editor: Racist Asides
March 02, 1992

While I sympathize with Jack Smith’s son who was given a traffic ticket 
because of the flashing lights on his car (after all, are they any more dis-
tracting than the vanity plates that one tries to read in passing?), I am 
more concerned about the gratuitous comments made by Mr. Smith.

His remark that the car “looked as if it had just rolled out of the bar-
rio” is blatantly racist, as is his question about the lights being “overly 
. . . Latino.” Is one to believe, as Jack Smith apparently does, that on the 
Main Line only Spanish- speaking individuals drive cars that have any-
thing other than the names of universities and yacht clubs embellishing 
the rear windows?

I don’t know how long Jack Smith has been a resident of Wayne, but 
I have lived here for over 38 years and can assure him that 90 percent of 
the individuals whom I have seen over the years getting in and out of 
highly decorated vehicles have been white males of assorted ages.

In the meantime he needs to work on his racist assumptions about 
the other kids on the Main Line; some of them—many of them in fact—
are not white and none of them deserves to be pigeon- holed and dispar-
aged by people like Jack Smith.

Ida Wright Sharpe
Wayne

4 I draw the optic of the door from the work of Dionne Brand, who writes, in 
A Map to the Door of No Return, that the door of no return is on her retina. I re-
turn to this later in the introduction and throughout this text.

5 See the forthcoming book by Rinaldo Walcott, The Long Emancipation. Walcott 
names this unfinished project the long emancipation and he defines it thus: 
“It is the interdiction of a potential black freedom that I have termed the long 
emancipation.”

6 For Blanchot the disaster is the Holocaust. For me it is the ongoing unfolding 
of centuries of the trade in Africans—an event that is historical and one that, 
as Dionne Brand writes, ruptures history. Morrison writes, “The overweening, 
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defining event of the modern world is the mass movement of raced popula-
tions, beginning with the largest forced transfer of people in the history of the 
world: slavery. The consequences of which transfer have determined all the 
wars following it as well as the current ones being waged on every continent.” 
See Morrison 1998; Blanchot 1995, 1–2.

7 Blanchot’s translator notes that the writing of the disaster “means not simply 
the process whereby something called the disaster is written—communicated, 
attested to or prophesied. It also means the writing done by the disaster—
by the disaster that ruins books and wrecks language. “The writing of the dis-
aster” means the writing that the disaster—which liquidates writing—is just 
as ‘knowledge of the disaster’ means knowledge as disaster, and the ‘flight of 
thought’ the loss of thought, which thinking is” (Ann Smock in Blanchot 1995, 
ix).

8 I thank Mario DiPaolantonia for thinking this through with me after my talk at 
York University.

9 In the premiere issue of Lateral, the online journal of the Cultural Studies As-
sociation, Jared Sexton writes the following on Lewis Gordon in Ante- Anti- 
Blackness: Afterthoughts. “I am guided in the following task by a two- sided idea 
derived from Gordon’s arguments: 1) all thought, insofar as it is genuine think-
ing, might best be conceived of as black thought and, consequently, 2) all re-
searches, insofar as they are genuinely critical inquiries, aspire to black studies.” 
Sexton 2012.

 10 Lexi Belcufine, “Turtle Creek 20- Year- Old Fatally Shot in Fineview,” Pitts-
burgh Post- Gazette, December 10, 2013, http://www.post- gazette.com/local 
/city/2013/12/10/Pittsburgh- police- responding- to- shooting- on- North- Side 
/stories/201312100134.

 11 Courier Newsroom, “65 of 91 Homicides Black Lives in 2013,” Pittsburgh Courier, 
January 8, 2014, http://newpittsburghcourieronline.com/2014/01/08/65- of- 91 
- homicides- black- lives- in- 2013/.

 12 My memory differs from my brother Christopher’s here. Christopher recalls 
that Robert was shot eleven times. Van Zimmerman and I each recall that 
Robert was shot nineteen times.

 13 My mother wrote a letter to the editor about Robert’s murder and the way it 
was reported in the news, but I have not been able to locate it. I include here 
two letters that are in the Philadelphia Inquirer’s online archives and that point 
to some of the ways my mother lived in the world.

 14 “Big Steve—Lil Nigga Trey (lil nigga snupe beat),” YouTube video, 2:31, 
December 17, 2013. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mv_dqwcOM5c& 
feature=youtu.be.

 15 “U.S. Marshals Arrest Pittsburgh Homicide Suspect in New Kensington,” 
Pittsburgh Post- Gazette, March 28, 2014, http://www.post- gazette.com/local 
/city/2014/03/28/U- S- Marshals- arrest- Pittsburgh- homicide- suspect- in- New 
- Kensington/stories/201403280201.
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I have redacted the name of the young Black man accused of murdering my 
nephew Caleb. It serves no purpose to name him here. I say more about what 
I am calling the practices of Black annotation and Black redaction in the final 
section of this work, “The Weather.”

 16 In Stein 2007 we read: “After lives in which they often struggle to get medi-
cal care, African Americans and other minorities are more likely than whites 
to want, and get, more aggressive care as death nears and are less likely to use 
hospice and palliative- care services to ease their suffering, according to a large 
body of research and leading experts.

As a result, they are more likely to experience more medicalized deaths, 
dying more frequently in the hospital, in pain, on ventilators and with feeding 
tubes—often after being resuscitated or getting extra rounds of chemotherapy, 
dialysis or other care, studies show.”

See also Cardinale Smith and Otis Brawley, “Disparities in Access to Pallia-
tive Care,” Health Affairs Blog, July 30, 2014, http://healthaffairs.org/blog/2014 
/07/30/disparities- in- access- to- palliative- care/. They write, “Even when socio-
economic status is the same, minority patients remain at risk for disparities in 
treatment for pain. Physicians appear to deliver less information and commu-
nicate less support to African- American and Hispanic patients compared to 
white patients, even in the same care settings. Furthermore, minority patients 
often do not receive treatment consistent with their wishes even when their 
wishes are known.”

 17 Silverstein (2013) writes: “The more privilege assumed of the target, the more 
pain the participants perceived. Conversely, the more hardship assumed, the 
less pain perceived.”

 18 That is, study within the university and graduate classroom and not Black Study 
as Moten and Harney take it up in The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and 
Black Study.

 19 Brand writes: “One enters a room and history follows; one enters a room and 
history precedes. History is already seated in the chair in the empty room when 
one arrives. Where one stands in a society seems always related to this his-
torical experience. Where one can be observed is relative to that history. All 
human effort seems to emanate from this door. How do I know this? Only by 
self- observation, only by looking. Only by feeling. Only by being a part, sitting 
in the room with history” (Brand 2001, 29).

 20 Wilderson (2010, 2) writes about “helping the manuscript to stay in the hold of 
the ship, despite my fantasies of flight.”

 21 I use “transmigration” here to mean movement across and also the movement 
from one form to another.

 22 It appears, still, that within a particular ideological frame paternal responsibility 
remains a prerequisite to (right to) life.

 23 “The Dominicans Use Drones to Hunt Down Undocumented Haitians,” Rezo 
Nodwes, August 18, 2015, https://rezonodwes.com/les- dominicains- utilisent 
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- des- drones- pour- traquer- les- sans- papiers- haitiens/. The article reads, “The
Dominican Minister of Defense, Lt. Gen. Máximo Williams Muñoz Delgado,
announced the operationalization of ‘a new border surveillance modality with
[l’incorporation] drones to detect illegal migrants and traffickers all kinds.
These new reconnaissance aircraft, equipped with advanced technology trans-
mit a signal to two trucks prepared for the processing of images in real time
and from which orders to depart (come) to hunt down illegal. The Dominicans
use drones to hunt down undocumented Haitians. . . . Note that the Turks and
Caicos Islands had also announced the use of these devices in their efforts to
hunt Haitian boat people.” (This is a rough translation of the original article
through google translate).

 24 See Sharpe 2012a, 828. As the sentence appears there it reads in part: “con-
stituted through and by vulnerability to overwhelming force though not only 
known to themselves and to each other by that force.”

 25 Verso 55 (Brand 2015) is unpublished; it is used here with permission of the 
author.

 26 Hartman writes, “This writing is personal because this history has engendered 
me, because ‘the knowledge of the other marks me,’ because of the pain experi-
enced in my encounter with the scraps of the archive, and because of the kinds 
of stories I have fashioned to bridge the past and the present and to dramatize 
the production of nothing—empty rooms, and silence, and lives reduced to 
waste” (Hartman 2008, 4).

 27 R. M. Kennedy, in acknowledging the powers and the dangers of thinking mel-
ancholia, writes that melancholia, in its refusal of the outside, its refusal to bring 
into itself that outside object, forms a too- ready alignment with nationalist dis-
courses. See Kennedy 2010.

 28 From the euphemism of children forcibly removed from their parents into state 
“care” to laws like the “beyond the front door policy” in the Netherlands that 
forces people, often nonwhite, to open their doors to state monitoring and in-
trusion, to medical experiments and the forced feeding of hunger strikers, who 
for example, refuse food to protest that they are held and the conditions under 
which they are held. All of this and more is carried out under the rubric of care. 
Yet I want to find a way to hold onto something like care as a way to feel and to 
feel for and with, a way to tend to the living and the dying.

 29 Lewis Gordon (2007, 11) makes clear that zone includes the disaster of recogni-
tion and “living with the possibility,” not to say the necessity, “of one’s arbitrary 
death as a legitimate feature of a system.”

 30 In an interview with Maya Mavjee about A Map to the Door of No Return: Notes 
on Belonging, poet, novelist, essayist Dionne Brand activates another under-
standing of luck. I offer it here. Brand says, “In Map I talk about all these inter-
pretations that you walk into unknowingly, almost from birth. If you’re lucky 
you spend the rest of your life fighting them, if you’re not, you spend your life 
unquestioningly absorbing” (Brand and Mavjee 2001).
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HORTENSE J. SPILLERS 

Let's face it. I am a marked woman, but not everybody knows my name.
"Peaches" and "Brown Sugar," "Sapphire" and "Earth Mother," "Aunty," "Granny,"
God's "Holy Fool," a "Miss Ebony First," or "Black Woman at the Podium": I
describe a locus of confounded identities, a meeting ground of investments and
privations in the national treasury of rhetorical wealth. M y  country needs me,
and if I were not here, I would have to be invented.

W .  E. B. DuBois predicted as early as 1903 that the twentieth century
would be the century of the "color line." W e  could add to this spatiotemporal
configuration another thematic of analogously terrible weight: if the "black
woman" can be seen as a particular figuration of the split subject that
p sychoanalytic theory posits, then this century marks the site of "its" pro-
foundest revelation. The problem before us is deceptively simple: the terms
enclosed in quotation marks in the preceding paragraph isolate overdetermined
nominative properties. Embedded in bizarre axiological ground, they
demonstrate a sort of telegraphic coding; they are markers so loaded with
mythical prepossession that there is no easy way for the agents buried beneath
them to come clean. In that regard, the names by which I am called in the
public place render an example of signifying property plus. In order for me to 
speak a truer word concerning myself, I must strip down through layers of at-
tenuated meanings, made an excess in time, over time, assigned by a particular
historical order, and there await whatever marvels of my own inventiveness.
The personal pronouns are offered in the service of a collective function.

In certain human societies, a child's identity is determined through the line
of the Mother, but the United States, from at least one author's point of view, is 
not one of them: "In essence, the Negro community has been forced into a
matriarchal structure which, because it is so far out of line with the rest of 
meri an so iety  seriously retards the progress of the group as a whole, and im-

poses a crushing burden on the Negro male and, in consequence, on a great
many Negro women as well" [Moynihan 75; emphasis mine].

The notorious bastard, from Vico's banished Roman mothers of such sons, 
to Caliban, to Heathcliff, and Joe Christmas, has no official female equivalent.
Because the traditional rites and laws of inheritance rarely pertain to the female
child, bastard status signals to those who need to know which son of the
Father's is the legitimate heir and which one the impostor. For that reason,
property seems wholly the business of the male. A "she" cannot, therefore,
qualify for bastard, or "natural son" status, and that she cannot provides further
insight into the coils and recoils of patriarchal wealth and fortune. According to

diacritics / summer 1987  





Daniel atrick Moynihan's celebrated "Report" of the late sixties, the " egro Family" has no 
Father to speak o f - his ame, his Law, his Symbolic function mark the impressive missing 
agencies in the essential life of the black community, the "Report" maintains, and it is, sur-
prisingly, the fault of the Daughter, or the female line. This stunning reversal of the castration 
thematic, displacing the ame and the Law of the Father to the territory of the Mother and 
Daughter, becomes an aspect of the African-American female's misnaming. e  attempt to 
undo this misnaming in order to reclaim the relationship between Fathers and Daughters 
within this social matrix for a quite different structure of cultural fictions. For Daughters and 
Fathers are here made to manifest the ery same rhetori al symptoms of absence and denial,
to embody the double and contrastive agencies of a pres ribe  internecine degradation.
"Sapphire" enacts her " ld Man" in drag, just as her " ld Man" becomes "Sapphire" in 
outrageous caricature. 

In other words, in the historic outline of dominance, the respective subject-positions of 
"female" and "male" adhere to no symbolic integrity. At a time when current critical 
discourses appear to compel us more and more decidedly toward gender "undecidability," it 
would appear reactionary, if not dumb, to insist on the integrity of female/male gender. But 
undressing these conflations of meaning, as they appear under the rule of dominance, would 
restore, as figurative possibility, not only ower to the Female (for Maternity), but also ower 
to the Male (for aternity). e  would gain, in short, the potential for gender differentiation as 
it might express itself along a range of stress points, including human biology in its intersec-
tion with the project of culture. 

Though among the most readily available "whipping boys" of fairly recent public 
discourse concerning African-Americans and national policy, "The Moynihan Report" is by 
no means unprecedented in its conclusions; it belongs, rather, to a class of symbolic 
paradigms that 1) inscribe "ethnicity" as a scene of negation and 2) confirm the human body 
as a metonymic figure for an entire repertoire of human and social arrangements. In that 
regard, the "Report" pursues a behavioral rule of public documentary. Under the Moynihan 
rule, "ethnicity" itself identifies a total objectification of human and cultural motives-the 
"white" family, by implication, and the " egro Family," by outright assertion, in a constant 
opposition of binary meanings. Apparently spontaneous, these "actants" are wholly 
generated, with neither past nor future, as tribal currents moving out of time. Moynihan's 
"Families" are pure present and always tense. "Ethnicity" in this case freezes in meaning, 
takes on constancy, assumes the look and the affects of the Eternal. e  could say, then, that 
in its powerful stillness, "ethnicity," from the point of view of the "Report," embodies nothing 
more than a mode of memorial time, as Roland Barthes outlines the dynamics of myth [see 
"Myth Today" 1 9-59; esp. 122-2 ). As a signifier that has no movement in the field of 
signification, the use of "ethnicity" for the living becomes purely appreciative, although one 
would be unwise not to concede its dangerous and fatal effects. 

"Ethnicity" perceived as mythical time enables a writer to perform a variety of concep-
tual moves all at once. Under its hegemony, the human body becomes a defenseless target 
for rape and veneration, and the body, in its material and abstract phase, a resource for 
metaphor. For example, Moynihan's "tangle of pathology" provides the descriptive strategy 
for the work's fourth chapter, which suggests that "underachievement" in black males of the 
lower classes is primarily the fault of black females, who achieve out of all proportion, both 
to their numbers in the community and to the paradigmatic example before the nation: 
" urs is a society which presumes male leadership in private and public affairs . . . .  A sub-
culture, such as that of the egro American, in which this is not the pattern, is placed at a 
distinct disadvantage" [75). Between charts and diagrams, we are asked to consider the im-
pact of qualitative measure on the black male's performance on standardized examinations, 
matriculation in schools of higher and professional training, etc. Even though Moynihan 
sounds a critique on his own argument here, he quickly withdraws from its possibilities, sug-
gesting that black males should reign because that is the way the majority culture carries 
things out: "It is clearly a disadvantage for a minority group to be operating under one princi-
ple, while the great majority of the population . . .  is operating on another" [75 . Those per-
sons living according to the perceived "matriarchal" pattern are, therefore, caught in a state 
of social "pathology." 

Even though Daughters have their own agenda with reference to this order of Fathers 
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(imagining for the moment that Moynihan's fiction-and others like it-does not represent 
an adequate one and that there is, once we  dis-cover him, a Father here), my contention that 
these social and cultural subjects make doubles, unstable in their respective identities, in ef-
fect transports us to a common historical ground, the socio-political order of the New World. 
That order, with its human sequence written in blood, represents for its African and in-
digenous peoples a scene of actual mutilation, dismemberment, and exile. First of all, their 
New-World, diasporic plight marked a theft of the body- a willful and violent (and 
unimaginable from this distance) severing of the captive body from its motive will, its active 
desire. Under these conditions, we  lose at least gender difference in the outcome, and the 
female body and the male body become a territory of cultural and political maneuver, not at 
all gender-related, gender-specific. But this body, at least from the point of view of the cap-
tive community, focuses a private and particular space, at which point of convergence 
biological, sexual, social, cultural, linguistic, ritualistic, and psychological fortunes join. This 
profound intimacy of interlocking detail is disrupted, however, by externally imposed mean-
ings and uses: 1) the captive body becomes the source of an irresistible, destructive sensual-
ity; 2) at the same time- in stunning contradiction - the captive body reduces to a thing, 
becoming being for the captor; 3) in this absence from a subject position, the captured sex-
ualities provide a physical and biological expression of "otherness"; 4) as a category of 
"otherness," the captive body translates into a potential for pornotroping and embodies sheer 
physical powerlessness that slides into a more general "powerlessness," resonating through 
various centers of human and social meaning. 

But I would make a distinction in this case between "body" and "flesh" and impose that 
distinction as the central one between captive and liberated subject-positions. In that sense, 
before the "body" there is the "flesh," that zero degree of social conceptualization that does 
not escape concealment under the brush of discourse, or the reflexes of iconography.  Even 
though the European hegemonies stole bodies- some of them female - out of West African 
communities in concert with the African "middleman," we  regard this human and social ir-
reparability as high crimes against the flesh, as the person of African females and African 
males registered the wounding. If w e  think of the "flesh" as a primary narrative, then we  
mean its seared, divided, ripped-apartness, riveted to the ship's hole, fallen, or "escaped" 
overboard. 

One of the most poignant aspects of William Goodell's contemporaneous study of the 
North American slave codes gives precise expression to the tortures and instruments of cap-
tivity. Reporting an instance of Jonathan Edwards's observations on the tortures of enslave-
ment, Goodell narrates: "The smack of the whip is all day long in the ears of those who are 
on the plantation, or in the vicinity; and it is used with such dexterity and severity as not only 
to lacerate the skin, but to tear out small portions of the flesh at almost every stake" [221]. 
The anatomical specifications of rupture, of altered human tissue, take on the objective 
description of laboratory prose-eyes beaten out, arms, backs, skulls branded, a left jaw, a 
right ankle, punctured; teeth missing, as the calculated work of iron, whips, chains, knives, 
the canine patrol, the bullet. 

These undecipherable markings on the captive body render a kind of hieroglyphics of 
the flesh whose severe disjunctures come to be hidden to the cultural seeing by skin color. 
W e  might well ask if this phenomenon of marking and branding actually "transfers" from one 
generation to another, finding its various symbolic substitutions in an efficacy of meanings 
that repeat the initiating moments? As Elaine Scarry describes the mechanisms of torture 
[Scarry 27-59), these lacerations, woundings, fissures, tears, scars, openings, ruptures, 
lesions, rendings, punctures of the flesh create the distance between what I would designate 
a cultural vestibularity and the culture, whose state apparatus, including judges, attorneys, 
"owners," "soul drivers," "overseers," and "men of God," apparently colludes with a protocol 
of "search and destroy." This body whose flesh carries the female and the male to the 
frontiers of survival bears in person the marks of a cultural text whose inside has been turned 
outside. 

The flesh is the concentration of "ethnicity" that contemporary critical discourses 
neither acknowledge nor discourse away. It is this "flesh and blood" entity, in the vestibule 
(or "pre-view'1 of a colonized North America, that is essentially ejected from "The Female 
Body in Western Culture" [see Suleiman, ed.), but it makes good theory, or commemorative 
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herstory  to want to for et  or to ha e faile  to reali e  that the fri an female sub e t
un er these histori  on itions  is not only the tar et of rape in one sense  an interiori e
iolation of bo y an  min but also the topi  of spe ifi ally externalized a ts of torture an

prostration that we ima ine as the pe uliar pro in e of male brutality an  torture infli te  by 
other males.  female bo y strun  from a tree limb  or blee in  from the breast on any i en
ay of fiel  wor  be ause the o erseer  stan in  the len th of a whip  has poppe  her flesh 

open  a s a le i al an  li in  imension to the narrati es of women in ulture an  so iety
a is . his materiali e  s ene of unprote te  female flesh of female flesh 

un en ere  offers a pra is an  a theory  a te t for li in  an  for yin  an  a metho  for
rea in  both throu h their i erse me iations.

mon  the myria  uses to whi h the ensla e  ommunity was put  oo ell i entifies
its alue for me i al resear h  ssortments of isease  damaged, an  isable  e roes
eeme  in urable an  otherwise worthless are bought up, it seems . . .  by me i al institu

tions  to be e perimente  an  operate  upon  for purposes of me i al e u ation  an  the 
interest of me i al s ien e   oo ell s emphasis . rom the Charleston Mercury for 

tober   oo ell notes this a ertisement

'To planters and others. -Wanted, fi y Negroes, any person, having sick Negroes, 
considered incurable by their respective physicians, and wishing to dispose of them, 
Dr. S. will pay ash for Negroes affected with scrofula, or king's evil, confirmed 
hypochondriasm, apoplexy, diseases of the liver, kidneys, spleen, stomach and in-
testines, bladder and its appendages, diarrhea, dysentery, et . The hi hest ash 
pri e will be pai  on application as above.' at No. 110 Church Street, Charleston. 

 oo ell s emphasis

his profitable atomi in  of the apti e bo y pro i es another an le on the i i e
flesh  we lose any hint or su estion of a imension of ethi s  of relate ness between human
personality an  its anatomi al features  between one human personality an  another  be
tween human personality an  ultural institutions. o that e tent  the pro e ures a opte
for the apti e flesh emar ate a total ob e tifi ation  as the entire apti e ommunity
be omes  li in  laboratory.

he apti e bo y  then  brin s into fo us  atherin  of so ial realities as well as  
metaphor for value so thorou hly interwo en in their literal an  fi urati e emphases that 
istin tions between them are irtually useless. en thou h the apti e flesh bo y has been
liberate  an  no one nee  preten  that e en the quotation mar s o not matter, ominant

symboli  a ti ity  the rulin  episteme that releases the ynami s of namin  an  aluation
remains roun e  in the ori inatin  metaphors of apti ity an  mutilation so that it is as if 
neither time nor history  nor historio raphy an  its topi s  shows mo ement  as the human
sub e t is mur ere  o er an  o er a ain by the passions of a bloo less an  anonymous
ar haism  showin  itself in en less is uise. aul ner s youn  hi  allison in The Mansion 
alls it  by other names the an ient subterrene ata isti  fear . . .   . n   woul  all it 

the reat on  ational hame. ut people o not tal  li e that anymore it is embarrass
in  ust as the retrie al of mutilate  female bo ies will li ely be ba war  for some peo
ple. either the shamefa e of the embarrasse  nor the not loo in ba  of the self assure  
is of mu h interest to us an  will not help at all if ri or is our ream. e mi ht on e e  at 
the ery least  that sti s an  bri s might brea  our bones  but wor s will most ertainly kill 
us. 

he symboli  or er that  wish to tra e in this writin  allin  it an meri an rammar
be ins at the be innin  whi h is really  rupture an  a ra i ally ifferent in  of ultural
ontinuation. he massi e emo raphi  shifts  the iolent formation of a mo ern fri an
ons iousness  that ta e pla e on the subsaharan ontinent urin  the initiati e stri es 

whi h open the tlanti  la e ra e in the fifteenth entury of our hrist  interrupte  hun
re s of years of bla  fri an ulture. e  write an  thin  then  about an out ome of 

aspe ts of fri an meri an life in the nite  tates un er the pressure of those e ents. 
mi ht as well a  that the familiarity of this narrati e oes nothin  to appease the hun er of 
re or e  memory  nor oes the persisten e of the repeate  rob these well nown  oft tol  
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events of their power, even now, to startle. In a very real sense, every writing as revision 
makes the "discovery" all over again. 

 

The narratives by African peoples and their descendants, though not as numerous from 
those early centuries of the "execrable trade" as the researcher would wish, suggest, in their 
rare occurrence, that the visual shock waves touched off when African and European "met" 
reverberated on both sides of the encounter. The narrative of the "Life of Olaudah Equiano, 
or Gustavus Vassa, the African. Written by Himself," first published in London in 1789, 
makes it quite clear that the first Europeans Equiano observed on what is now Nigerian soil 
were as unreal for him as he and others must have been for the European captors. The 
cruelty of "these white men with horrible looks, red faces, and long hair," of these "spirits," as 
the narrator would have it, occupies several pages of Equiano's attention, alongside a first-
hand account of Nigerian interior life [27 ff.]. W e  are justified in regarding the outcome of 
Equiano's experience in the same light as he himself might have-as a "fall," as a veritable 
descent into the loss of communicative force. 

If, as Todorov points out, the Mayan and Aztec peoples "lost control of communication" 
[61] in light of Spanish intervention, we could observe, similarly, that Vassa falls among men 
whose language is not only strange to him, but whose habits and practices strike him as 
"astonishing":

he sea  the sla e ship  fille  me with astonishment  whi h was soon on erte  into 
terror  when  was arrie  on boar .  was imme iately han le  an  tosse  up to 
see if  were soun  by some of the rew  an   was now persua e  that  ha  otten 
into a worl  of ba  spirits  an  that they were oin  to ill me. heir omple ions  
too  ifferin  so mu h from ours  their lon  hair  an  the lan ua e they spo e 
whi h was ifferent from any  ha  ever hear  unite  to onfirm me in this belief. 

[Equiano 27] 

The captivating party does not only "earn" the right to dispose of the captive body as it sees 
fit, but gains, consequently, the right to name and "name" it: Equiano, for instance, identifies 
at least three different names that he is given in numerous passages between his Benin 
homeland and the Virginia colony, the latter and England - "Michael," "Jacob," "Gustavus 
Vassa" [35; 36]. 

The nicknames by which African-American women have been called, or regarded, or 
imagined on the New World scene- the opening lines of this essay provide examples-
demonstrate the powers of distortion that the dominant community seizes as its unlawful 
prerogative. Moynihan's "Negro Family," then, borrows its narrative energies from the grid of 
associations, from the semantic and iconic folds buried deep in the collective past, that come 
to surround and signify the captive person. Though there is no absolute point of 
chronological initiation, we might repeat certain familiar impression points that lend shape 
to the business of dehumanized naming. Expecting to find direct and amplified reference to 
African women during the opening years of the Trade, the observer is disappointed time and 
again that this cultural subject is concealed beneath the mighty debris of the itemized ac-
count, between the lines of the massive logs of commercial enterprise that overrun the sense 
of clarity we believed we had gained concerning this collective humiliation. Elizabeth Don-
nan's enormous, four-volume documentation becomes a case in point. 

Turning directly to this source, we discover what we had not expected to find- that this 
aspect of the search is rendered problematic and that observations of a field of manners and 
its related sociometries are an outgrowth of the industry of the "exterior other" [Todorov 3], 
called "anthropology" later on. The European males who laded and captained these galleys 
and who policed and corralled these human beings, in hundreds of vessels from Liverpool to 
Elmina, to Jamaica; from the Cayenne Islands, to the ports at Charleston and Salem, and for 
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three centuries of human life, were not curious about this "cargo" that bled, packed like so 
many live sardines among the immovable objects. Such inveterate obscene blindness might 
be denied, point blank, as a possibility for anyone, except that we know it happened.

Donnan's first volume covers three centuries of European "discovery" and "conquest," 
beginning 50 years before pious Cristobal, Christum Ferens, the bearer of Christ, laid claim t o  
what he thought was the "Indies." From Gomes Eannes de Azurara's "Chronicle of the 
Discovery and Conquest of Guinea, 1441-1448" [Donnan 1 :18-41], we learn that the Por-
tuguese probably gain the dubious distinction o f  having introduced black Africans to the 
European market of servitude. W e  are also reminded that "Geography" is not a divine gift. 
Quite to the contrary, its boundaries were shifted during the European "Age of Conquest" in 
giddy desperation, according to the dictates of conquering armies, the edicts of prelates, the 
peculiar myopia of the medieval Christian mind. Looking for the "Nile River," for example, 
according to the fifteenth-century Portuguese notion, is someone's joke. For all that the pre-
Columbian "explorers" knew about the sciences of  navigation and geography, we are sur-
prised that more parties of them did not end up "discovering" Europe. Perhaps, from a cer-
tain angle, that is precisely all that they f o u n d - an alternative reading of ego. The Por-
tuguese, having little idea where the Nile ran, at least understood right away that there were 
men and women darker-skinned than themselves, but they were not specifically 
knowledgeable, or ingenious, about the xarious families and groupings represented by 
them. De Azurara records encounters with "Moors," "Mooresses," "Mulattoes," and people 
"black as Ethiops" [1 :28], but it seems that the "Land of Guinea," or of "Black Men," or of "The 
Negroes" [1 :35] was located anywhere southeast of  Cape Verde, the Canaries, and the River 
Senegal, looking at an eighteenth-century European version of the subsaharan Continent 
along the West African coast [1 :frontispiece]. 

Three genetic distinctions are available to the Portuguese eye, all along the riffs of 
melanin in the skin: in a field of captives, some of the observed are "white enough, fair to 
look upon, and well-proportioned." Others are less "white like mulattoes," and still others 
"black as Ethiops, and so ugly, both in features and in body, as almost to appear (to those 
who saw them) the images of a lower hemisphere" [1 :28]. By implication, this "third man," 
standing for the most aberrant phenotype to the observing eye, embodies the linguistic com-
munity most unknown to the European. Arabic translators among the Europeans could at 
least "talk" to the "Moors" and instruct them to ransom themselves, or else . . . .

Typically, there is in this grammar of description the perspective of "declension," not of  
simultaneity, and its point of initiation is solipsistic- it begins with a narrative self, in an ap-
parent unity of  feeling, and unlike Equiano, who also saw nugly" when he looked out, this 
collective self uncovers the means by which to subjugate the "foreign code of conscience," 
whose most easily remarkable and irremediable difference is perceived in skin color. By the 
time of  De Azurara's mid-fifteenth century narrative and a century and a half before 
Shakespeare's Hold black ram" of an Othello "tups" that "white ewe" of a Desdemona, the 
magic of  skin color is already installed as a decisive factor in human dealings. 

In De Azurara's narrative, we observe males looking at other males, as "female" is sub-
sumed here under the general category of  estrangement. Few places in these excerpts carve 
out a distinct female space, though there are moments of portrayal that perceive female cap-
tives in the implications of socio-cultural function. When the field of captives (referred to 
above) is divided among the spoilers, no heed is paid to relations, as fatl:iers are separated 
from sons, husbands from wives, brothers from sisters and brothers, mothers from 
children - male and female. It seems clear that the political program of  European Christianity 
promotes this hierarchical view among ma/es, although it remains puzzling to us exactly how 
this version of Christianity transforms the "pagan" also into the nugly." It appears that human 
beings came up with degrees of  "fair" and then the "hideous," in its overtones of bestiality, as 
the opposite of "fair," all by themselves, without stage direction, even though there is the 
curious and blazing exception of  Nietzsche's Socrates, who was Athens's ugliest and wisest 
and best citizen. The intimate choreography that the Portuguese narrator sets going between 
the "faithless" and the "ugly" transforms a partnership of  dancers into a single figure. Once 
the "faithless," indiscriminate of  the three stops of Portuguese skin color, are transported to 
Europe, they become an altered human factor:
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n  so their lot was now quite ontrary to what it ha  been  sin e before they ha  
li e  in per ition of soul an  bo y  of their souls  in that they were yet pa ans  
without the learness an  the li ht of the oly aith  an  of their bo ies  in that they 
li e  li e beasts without any ustom of reasonable bein s for they ha  no 
nowle e of brea  an  wine  an  they were without o erin  of lothes  or the 

lo ment of houses  an  worse than all  throu h the reat i noran e that was in 
them  in that they ha  no un erstan in  of oo  but only new how to li e in 
bestial sloth. [1 :30] 

The altered human factor renders an alterity of European ego, an invention, or "discovery" as 
decisive in the full range of its social implications as the birth of  newborn. According to the 
semantic alignments of the excerpted passage, personhood, for this European observer, 
locates an immediately outward and superficial determination, gauged by quite arbitrarily 
opposed and spe ular categories: that these "pagans" did not have "bread" and "wine" did 
not mean that they were feastless, as Equiano observes about the Benin diet, c. 1745, in the 
province of Essaka: 

ur manner of li in  is entirely plain  for as yet the nati es are una quainte  with 
those refinements in oo ery whi h ebau h the taste bullo s  oats  an  poultry 
supply the reatest part of their foo . hese onstitute li ewise the prin ipal wealth 
of the ountry  an  the hief arti les of its ommer e.  he flesh is usually stewe  in 
a pan  to ma e it sa ory we sometimes use pepper  an  other spi es  an  we ha e 
salt ma e of woo  ashes. ur e etables are mostly p aintains  ea as  yams  beans 
an  n ian orn. he hea  of the family usually eats alone  his wi es an  sla es ha e 
also their separate tables . . . .  [Equiano 8] 

Just as fufu serves the Ghanaian diet today as  starch-and-bread-substitute, palm wine (an 
item by the same name in the eighteenth-century palate of the Benin community) need not 
be Heitz Cellars Martha's Vineyard and vice-versa in order for  guest, say, to imagine that 
she has enjoyed. That African housing arrangements of the fifteenth century did not resem-
ble those familiar to De Azurara's narrator need not have meant that the African com-
munities he encountered were without dwellings. Again, Equiano's narrative suggests that by 
the middle of the eighteenth century, at least, African living patterns were not only quite 
distinct in their sociometrical implications, but that also their architectonics accurately 
reflected the climate and availability of resources in the local circumstance: "These houses 
never exceed one story in height; they are always built of wood, or stakes driven into the 
ground, crossed with wattles, and neatly plastered within and without" [9]. Hierarchical im-
pulse in both De Azurara's and Equiano's narratives translates all per ei e  difference as a 
fundamental degradation or transcendence, but at least in Equiano's case, cultural practices 
are not observed in any intimate connection with skin color. For all intents and purposes, the 
politics of melanin, not isolated in its strange powers from the imperatives of  mercantile 
and competitive economics of European nation-states, will make of "transcendence" and 
"degradation" the basis of  historic violence that will rewrite the histories of modern Europe 
and black Africa. These mutually exclusive nominative elements come to rest on the same 
governing semantics- the ahistorical, or symptoms of the "sacred." 

By August 1518, the Spanish king, Francisco de Los Covos, under the aegis of  power-
ful negation, could order "4000 negro slaves both male and female, provided they be Chris-
tians" to be taken to the Caribbean, "the islands and the mainland of the ocean sea already 
discovered or to be discovered" [Donnan 1 :42]. Though the notorious "Middle Passage" ap-
pears to the investigator as  vast background without boundaries in time and space, we  see 
it related in Donnan's accounts to the opening up of the entire Western hemisphere for the 
specific purposes of enslavement and colonization. De Azurara's narrative belongs, then, to 

 discourse of appropriation whose strategies will prove fatal to communities along the coast-
line of West Africa, stretching, according to Olaudah Equiano, "3400 miles, from Senegal to 
Angola, and [will include]  variety of kingdoms" [Equiano 5]. 

The conditions of "Middle Passage" are among the most incredible narratives available 
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to the student, as it remains not easily imaginable. Late in the chronicles of the Atlantic Slave
Trade, Britain's Parliament entertained discussions concerning possible "regulations" for 
slave vessels. A Captain Perry visited the Liverpool port, and among the ships that he in-
spected was "The Brookes," probably the most well-known image of the slave galley with its 
representative personae etched into the drawing like so many cartoon figures. Elizabeth
Donnan's second volume carries the "Brookes Plan," along with an elaborate delineation of 
its dimensions from the investigative reporting of Perry himself: "Let it now be 
supposed . . .  further, that every man slave is to be allowed six feet by one foot four inches
for room, every woman five feet ten by one foot four, every boy five feet by one foot two,
and every girl four feet six by one foot . . .  " [2:592, n]. The owner of "The Brookes," James
Jones, had recommended that "five females be reckoned as four males, and three boys or
girls as equal to two grown persons" [2:592]. 

These scaled inequalities complement the commanding terms of the dehumanizing,
ungendering, and defacing project of African persons that De Azurara's narrator might have
recognized. It has been pointed out to me that these measurements do reveal the applica-
tion of the gender rule to the material conditions of passage, but I would suggest that 
"gendering" takes place within the confines of the domestic, an essential metaphor that then 
spreads its tentacles for male and female subject over a wider ground of human and social 
purposes. Domesticity appears to gain its power by way of a common origin of cultural fic-
tions that are grounded in the specificity of proper names, more exactly, a patronymic,
which, in turn, situates those persons it "covers" in a particular place. Contrarily, the cargo of
a ship might not be regarded as elements of the domestic, even though the vessel that carries 
it is sometimes romantically (ironically?) personified as "she." The human cargo of a slave 
vessel- in the fundamental effacement and remission of African family and proper names-
offers a counter-narrative to notions of the domestic.

Those African persons in "Middle Passage" were literally suspended in the "oceanic," if 
we think of the latter in its Freudian orientation as an analogy for undifferentiated identity:
removed from the indigenous land and culture, and not-yet "American" either, these captive
persons, without names that their captors would recognize, were in movement across the
Atlantic, but they were also nowhere at all. Inasmuch as, on any given day, we might imag-
ine, the captive personality did not know where s he was, we could say that they were the 
culturally "unmade,'' thrown in the midst of a figurative darkness that "exposed" their
destinies to an unknown course. Often enough for the captains of these galleys, navigational
science of the day was not sufficient to guarantee the intended destination. W e  might say 
that the slave ship, its crew, and its human-as-cargo stand for a wild and unclaimed richness 
of possibility that is not interrupted, not "counted" "accounted," or differentiated, until its 
movement gains the land thousands of miles away from the point of departure. Under these 
conditions, one is neither female, nor male, as both subjects are taken into "account" as 
quantities. The female in "Middle Passage," as the apparently smaller physical mass, occupies
"less room" in a directly translatable money economy. But she is, nevertheless, quantifiable
by the same rules of accounting as her male counterpart.

It is not only difficult for the student to find "female" in "Middle Passage," but also, as 
Herbert S. Klein observes,  African women did not enter the Atlantic slave trade in anything
like the numbers of African men. At all ages, men outnumbered women on the slave ships 
bound for America from Africa" [Klein 29]. Though this observation does not change the
reality of African women's captivity and servitude in New World communities, it does pro-
vide a perspective from which to contemplate the internal African slave trade, which, ac-
cording to Africanists, remained a predominantly female market. Klein nevertheless affirms 
that those females forced into the trade were segregated "from men for policing purposes"
["African Women" 35]. He claims that both "were allotted the same space between
decks . . .  and both were fed the same food" [35]. It is not altogether clear from Klein's
observations for whom the "police" kept vigil. It is certainly known from evidence presented 
in Donnan's third volume ("New England and the Middle Colonies') that insurrection was
both frequent and feared in passage, and we have not yet found a great deal of evidence to 
support a thesis that female captives participated in insurrectionary activity [see White
63-64]. Because it was the rule, however- not the exception - that the African female, in 
both indigenous African cultures and in what becomes her "home," performed tasks of hard 
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physical labor-so much so that the quintessential "slave" is not a male, but a female-we
wonder at the seeming docility of the subject, granting her a "feminization" that enslavement 
kept at bay. Indeed, across the spate of discourse that I examined for this writing, the acts of 
enslavement and responses to it comprise a more or less agonistic engagement of confronta-
tional hostilities among males. The visual and historical evidence betrays the dominant 
discourse on the matter as incomplete, but counter-evidence is inadequate as well: the sex-
ual violation of captive fem les and their own express rage against their oppressors did not 
constitute events that captai'ns and their crews rushed to record in letters to their sponsoring 
companies, or sons on board in letters home to their ew England mamas. 

ne suspects that there are several ways to snare a mockingbird, so that insurrection 
might have involved, from time to time, rather more subtle means than mutiny on the "Felic-
ity," for instance. At any rate, we get very little notion in the written record of the life of 
women, children, and infants in "Middle assage," and no idea of the fate of the pregnant 
female captive and the unborn, which startling thematic Bell Hooks addresses in the open-
ing chapter of her pathfinding work [see Hooks 15- 9 . From Hooks's lead, however, we 
might guess that the "reproduction of mothering" in this historic instance carries few of the 
benefits of a patriarchilized female gender, which, from one point of view, is the only female
gender there is. 

The relative silence of the record on this point constitutes a portion of the disquieting 
lacunae that feminist investigation seeks to fill. Such silence is the nickname of distortion, of 
the unknown human factor that a revised public discourse would both undo and reveal. This
cultural subject is inscribed historically as anonymity/anomie in various public documents of 
European-American mal(e)venture, from ortuguese De Azurara in the middle of the fif-
teenth century, to South Carolina's Henry Laurens in the eighteenth. 

hat confuses and enriches the picture is precisely the sameness of anonymous por-
trayal that adheres tenaciously across the division of gender. In the vertical columns of ac-
counts and ledgers that comprise Donnan's work, the terms " egroes" and "Slaves" denote a 
common status. For instance, entries in one account, from September 17  through 
September 17 2, are specifically descriptive of the names of ships and the private traders in 
Barbados who will receive the stipulated goods, but " o. egroes" and "Sum sold for per 
head" are so exactly arithmetical that it is as if these additions and multiplications belong to 
the other side of an equation [Donnan 2:25 . ne is struck by the detail and precision that 
characterize these accounts, as a narrative, or story, is always implied by a man or woman's 
name: " m. ebster," " ohn Dunn," "Thos. Brownbill," "Robt. Knowles." But the "other" 
side of the page, as it were, equally precise, throws no face in view. It seems that nothing
breaks the uniformity in this guise. If in no other way, the destruction of the African name, of 
kin, of linguistic, and ritual connections is so obvious in the vital stats sheet that we tend to 
overlook it. uite naturally, the trader is not interested, in any semantic sense, in this "bag-
gage" that he must deliver, but that he is not is all the more reason to search out the 
metaphorical implications of naming as one of the key sources of a bitter Americanizing for 
African persons. 

The loss of the indigenous name/land provides a metaphor of displacement for other 
human and cultural features and relations, including the displacement of the genitalia, the 
female's and the male's desire that engenders future. The fact that the enslaved person's ac-
cess to the issue of his/her own body is not entirely clear in this historic period throws in 
crisis all aspects of the blood relations, as captors apparently felt no obligation to 
acknowledge them. Actually trying to understand how the confusions of consanguinity 
worked becomes the project, because the outcome goes far to explain the rule of gender 
and its application to the African female in captivity. 

 

Even though the essays in Claire C. Robertson's and Martin A. Klein's Women and 
Slavery in Africa have specifically to do with aspects of the internal African slave trade, some
of their observations shed light on the captivities of the Diaspora. At least these observations 
have the benefit of altering the kind of questions we might ask of these silent chapters. For 
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example, Robertson's essay, which opens the volume, discusses the term "slavery" in a wide
variety of relationships. The enslaved person as property identifies the most familiar element
of a most startling proposition. But to overlap kinlessness on the requirements of property
might enlarge our view of the conditions of enslavement. Looking specifically at documents
from the West African societies of Songhay and Dahomey, Claude Meillassoux elaborates
several features of the property kinless constellation that are highly suggestive for our own
quite different purposes.

Meillassoux argues that "slavery creates an economic and social agent whose virtue lies 
in being outside the kinship system" ["Female Slavery," Robertson i nd Klein 50]. Because the
Atlantic trade involved heterogeneous social and ethnic formations in an explicit power rela-
tionship, we  certainly cannot mean "kinship system" in precisely the same way that
Meillassoux observes at work within the intricate calculus of descent among West African
societies. However, the idea becomes useful as a point of contemplation when we try to 
sharpen our own sense of the African female's reproductive uses within the diasporic enter-
prise of enslavement and the genetic reproduction of the enslaved. In effect, under condi-
tions of captivity, the offspring of the female does not "belong" to the Mother, nor is s he 
"related" to the "owner," though the latter "possesses" it, and in the African-American in-
stance, often fathered it, and, as often, without whatever benefit of patrimony. In the social
outline that Meillassoux is pursuing, the offspring of the enslaved, "being unrelated both to 
their begetters and to their owners . . .  , find themselves in the situation of being orphans"
[50]. 

In the context of the United States, we  could not say that the enslaved offspring was "or-
phaned," but the child does become, under the press of a patronymic, patrifocal, patrilineal,
and patriarchal order, the man woman on the boundary, whose human and familial status, 
by the very nature of the case, had yet to be defined. I would call this enforced state of
breach another instance of vestibular cultural formation where "kinship" loses meaning,
since it can be invaded at any given and arbitrary moment by the property relations. I cer-
tainly do not mean to say that African peoples in the New World did not maintain the
powerful ties of sympathy that bind blood-relations in a network of feeling, of continuity. It is 
precisely that relationship- not customarily recognized by the code of slavery- that
historians have long identified as the inviolable "Black Family" and further suggest that this 
structure remains one of the supreme social achievements of African-Americans under con-
ditions of enslavement [see John Blassingame 79 ff.]. 

Indeed, the revised "Black Family" of enslavement has engendered an older tradition of
historiographical and sociological writings than we  usually think. Ironically enough, E. 
Franklin Frazier's Negro Family in the United States likely provides the closest contemporary 
narrative of conceptualization for the "Moynihan Report." Originally published in 1939, 
Frazier's work underwent two redactions in 1948 and 1966. Even though Frazier's outlook
on this familial configuration remains basically sanguine, I would support Angela Davis's
skeptical reading of Frazier's "Black Matriarchate" [Davis 14]. "Except where the master's will 
was concerned," Frazier contends, this matriarchal figure "developed a spirit of in-
dependence and a keen sense of her personal rights" [1966: 47; emphasis mine]. The "excep-
tion" in this instance tends to be overwhelming, as the African-American female's
"dominance" and "strength" come to be interpreted by later generations- both black and
white, oddly enough- as a "pathology," as an instrument of castration. Frazier's larger point,
we  might suppose, is that African-Americans developed such resourcefulness under condi-
tions of captivity that "family" must be conceded as one of their redoubtable social at-
tainments. This line of interpretation is pursued by Blassingame and Eugene Genovese [Ro , 
Jordan, Roll 70-75], among other U.S. historians, and indeed assumes a centrality of focus in 
our own thinking about the impact and outcome of captivity.

It seems clear, however, that "Family," as we practice and understand it "in the
West" - the vertical transfer of a bloodline, of a patronymic, of titles and entitlements, of real 
estate and the prerogatives of "cold cash," from fathers to sons and in the supposedly free ex-
change of affectional ties between a male and a female of his choice - becomes the
mythically revered privilege of a free and freed community. In that sense, African peoples in 
the historic Diaspora had nothing to prove, if the point had been that they were not capable
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of "family" (read "civilization''), since it is stunningly evident, in Equiano's narrative, for in-
stance, that Africans were not only capable of the concept and the practice of "family," in-
cluding "slaves," but in modes of elaboration and naming that were at least as complex as 
those of the "nuclear family" "in the West." 

Whether or not we decide that the support systems that African-Americans derived 
under conditions of captivity should be called "family," or something else, strikes me as 
supremely impertinent. The point remains that captive persons were forced into patterns of 
dispersal, beginning with the Trade itself, into the horizontal relatedness of language groups, 
discourse formations, bloodlines, names, and properties by the legal arrangements of 
enslavement. It is true that the most "well-meaning" of "masters" (and there must have been 
some) could not, did not alter the ideological and hegemonic mandates of dominance. It 
must be conceded that African-Americans, under the press of a hostile and compulsory 
patriarchal order, bound and determined to destroy them, or to preserve them only in the 
service and at the behest of the "master" class, exercised a degree of courage and will to sur-
vive that startles the imagination even now. Although it makes good revisionist history to 
read this tale liberally, it is probably truer than we know at this distance (and truer than con-
temporary social practice in the community would suggest on occasion) that the captive per-
son developed, time and again, certain ethical and sentimental features that tied her and 
him, across the landscape to others, often sold from hand to hand, of the same and different 
blood in a common fabric of memory and inspiration. 

W e  might choose to call this connectedness "family," or "support structure," but that is a 
rather different case from the moves of a dominant symbolic order, pledged to maintain the 
supremacy of race. It is that order that forces "family" to modify itself when it does not mean 
family of the "master," or dominant enclave. It is this rhetorical and symbolic move that 
declares primacy over any other human and social claim, and in that political order of things, 
"kin," just as gender formation, has no decisive legal or social efficacy. 

W e  return frequently to Frederick Douglass's careful elaborations of the arrangements 
of captivity, and we are astonished each reading by two dispersed, yet poignantly related, fa-
milial enactments that suggest a connection between "kinship" and "property." Douglass tells 
us early in the opening chapter of the 1845 Narrative that he was separated in infancy from 
his mother: "For what this separation is [sic] done, I do not know, unless it be to hinder the 
development of the child's affection toward its mother, and to blunt and destroy the natural 
affection of the mother for the child. This is the inevitable result" [22]. 

Perhaps one of the assertions that Meillassoux advances concerning indigenous African 
formations of enslavement might be turned as a question, against the perspective of 
Douglass's witness: is the genetic reproduction of the slave and the recognition of the rights 
of the slave to his or her offspring a check on the profitability of slavery? And how so, if so? 
W e  see vaguely the route to framing a response, especially to the question's second half and 
perhaps to the first: the enslaved must not be permitted to perceive that he or she has any 
human rights that matter. Certainly if "kinship" were possible, the property relations would 
be undermined, since the offspring would then "belong" to a mother and a father. In the 
system that Douglass articulates, genetic reproduction becomes, then, not an elaboration of 
the life-principle in its cultural overlap, but an extension of the boundaries of proliferating 
properties. Meillassoux goes so far as to argue that "slavery exists where the slave class is 
reproduced through institutional apparatus: war and market" [50]. Since, in the United 
States, the market of slavery identified the chief institutional means for maintaining a class of 
enforced servile labor, it seems that the biological reproduction of the enslaved was not 
alone sufficient to reenforce the estate of slavery. If, as Meillassoux contends, femininity 
loses its sacredness in slavery" [64], then so does "motherhood" as female blood-rite right. To 
that extent, the captive female body locates precisely a moment of converging political and 
social vectors that mark the flesh as a prime commodity of exchange. While this proposition 
is open to further exploration, suffice it to say now that this open exchange of female bodies 
in the raw offers a kind of Ur-text to the dynamics of signification and representation that the 
gendered female would unravel. 

For Douglass, the loss of his mother eventuates in alienation from his brother and 
sisters, who live in the same house with him: "The early separation of us from our mother 
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had well nigh blotted the fact of our relationship from our memories" [ 5 . hat could this 
mean? The  proximity of the siblings survives the mother's death. They grasp their 
connection in the physical sense, but Douglass appears to mean a  bonding 
whose success mandates the  presence. Could we say, then, that the  of kin-
ship is  inevitable? That it describes a relationship that appears "natural," but must be 
"cultivated" under actual material conditions? If the child's humanity is mirrored initially in 
the eyes of its mother, or the maternal function, then we might be able to guess that the 
social subject grasps the whole dynamic of resemblance and kinship by way of the same 
source. 

There is an amazing thematic synonymity on this point between aspects of Douglass's 
 and Malcolm El-Hajj Malik El Shabazz's     [21ff. . 

Through the loss of the mother, in the latter contemporary instance, to the institution of "in-
sanity" and the state-a full century after Douglass's writing and under social conditions that 
might be designated a post-emancipation neo-enslavement-Malcolm and his siblings, 
robbed of their activist father in a kkk-like ambush, are not only widely dispersed across a 
makeshift social terrain, but also show symptoms of estrangement and "disremembering" 
that require many years to heal, and even then, only by way of Malcolm's prison ordeal 
turned, eventually, into a redemptive occurrence. 

The destructive loss of the natural mother, whose biological/genetic relationship to the 
child remains unique and unambiguous, opens the enslaved young to social ambiguity and 
chaos: the ambiguity of his/her fatherhood and to a structure of other relational elements, 
now threatened, that would declare the young's connection to a genetic and historic future 
by way of their own siblings. That the father in Douglass's case was most likely the "master," 
not by any means special to Douglass, involves a hideous paradox. Fatherhood, at best a 
supreme cultural courtesy, attenuates here on the one hand into a monstrous accumulation 
of power on the other. ne  has been "made" and "bought" by disparate currencies, linking 
back to a common origin of exchange and domination. The denied genetic link becomes the 
chief strategy of an undenied ownership, as if the interrogation into the father's identity- the 
blank space where his proper name will fit-were answered by the fact, de  of a material 
possession. "And this is done," Douglass asserts, "too obviously to administer to the [masters1 
own lusts, and make a gratification of their wicked desires profitable as well as pleasurable" 
[2 . 

hether or not the captive female and/or her sexual oppressor derived "pleasure" from 
their seductions and couplings is not a question we can politely ask. hether or not 
"pleasure" is possible at all under conditions that I would aver as non-freedom for both or 
either of the parties has not been settled. Indeed, we could go so far as to entertain the very 
real possibility that "sexuality," as a term of implied relationship and desire, is dubiously ap-
propriate, manageable, or accurate to  of the familial arrangements under a system of 
enslavement, from the master's family to the captive enclave. Under these arrangements, the 
customary lexis of sexuality, including "reproduction," "motherhood," "pleasure," and 
"desire" are thrown into unrelieved crisis. 

If the testimony of Linda Brent/Harriet acobs is to be believed, the official mistresses of 
slavery's "masters" constitute a privileged class of the tormented, if such contradiction can be 
entertained [Brent 29- 5 . Linda Brent/Harriet acobs recounts in the course of her narrative 
scenes from a "psychodrama," opposing herself and "Mrs. Flint," in what we have come to 
consider the classic alignment between captive woman and free. Suspecting that her hus-
band, Dr. Flint, has sexual designs on the young Linda (and the doctor is nearly humorously 
incompetent at it, according to the story line), Mrs. Flint assumes the role of a perambulatory 
nightmare who visits the captive woman in the spirit of a veiled seduction. Mrs. Flint imitates 
the incubus who "rides" its victim in order to exact confession, expiation, and anything else 
that the immaterial power might want. (Gayle ones's  [1975  weaves a contem-
porary fictional situation around the historic motif of entangled female sexualities.) This nar-
rative scene from Brent's work, dictated to Lydia Maria Child, provides an instance of a 
repeated sequence, purportedly based on "real" life. But the scene in question appears to so 
commingle its signals with the fictive, with casebook narratives from psychoanalysis, that we 
are certain that the narrator has her hands on an explosive moment of ew- orld/U.S. 
history that feminist investigation is beginning to unravel. The narrator recalls: 
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 I        me.     
              me,  

    I   I    me,     
           me I   
       I      I   be   

 . . . .  [Brent ) 

The "jealous mistress" here (but "jealous" for whom?) forms an analogy with the "master" to 
the extent that male dominative modes give the male the material means to fully act out 
what the female might only  The mistress in the case of Brent's narrative becomes a 
metaphor for  madness that arises in the ecstasy of unchecked power. Mrs. Flint enacts a 
male alibi and prosthetic motion that is mobilized   at the material place of the dream 
work. In both male and female instances, the subject attempts to  his or her will into 
the vulnerable, supine body. Though this is barely hinted on the surface of the text, we might 
say that Brent, between the lines of her narrative, demarcates a sexuality that is neuter-
bound, inasmuch as it represents an open vulnerability to a gigantic sexualized repertoire 
that may be alternately expressed as male/female. Since the gendered female   the 
male, we might suggest that the ungendered female- in an amazing stroke of pansexual 
potential - might be invaded/raided by another  or man. 

If I      a   were a novel, and not the memoirs of an escaped 
female captive, then we might say that "Mrs. Flint" is also the narrator's projection, her crea-
tion, so that for all her pious and correct umbrage toward the outrage of her captivity, some 
aspect of Linda Brent is released in a manifold repetition crisis that the doctor's wife comes to 
stand in for. In the case of both an imagined fiction and the narrative we have from Brent/ 
acobs/Child, published only four years before the official proclamations of Freedom, we 

could say that African-American women's community and Anglo-American women's com-
munity, under certain shared cultural conditions, were the twin actants on a common 
psychic landscape, were subject to the same fabric of dread and humiliation. either could 
claim her body and its various productions- for quite different reasons, albeit- as her own, 
and in the case of the doctor's wife,  appears not to have wanted  body at all, but to 
desire to enter someone else's, specifically, Linda Brent's, in an apparently classic instance of 
sexual "jealousy" and appropriation. In fact, from one point of view, we cannot unravel one 
female's narrative from the other's, cannot decipher one without tripping over the other. In 
that sense, these "threads cable-strong" of an incestuous, interracial genealogy uncover 
slavery in the United States as one of the richest displays of the psychoanalytic dimensions of 
culture before the science of European psychoanalysis takes hold. 

4 

But just as we duly regard similarities between life conditions of American 
women-captive and free-we must observe those undeniable contrasts and differences so 
decisive that the African-American female's historic claim to the territory of womanhood and 
"femininity" still tends to rest too solidly on the subtle and shifting calibrations of a liberal 
ideology. alerie Smith's reading of the tale of Linda Brent as a tale of "garreting" enables our 
notion that female gender for captive women's community is the tale writ between the lines 
and in the not-quite spaces of an American domesticity. It is this tale that we try to make 
clearer, or, keeping with the metaphor, "bring on line." 

If the point is that the historic conditions of African-American women might be read as 
an unprecedented occasion in the national context, then gender and the arrangements of 
gender are both crucial and evasive. Holding, however, to a specialized reading of female 
gender as an  of a certain political, socio-cultural empowerment within the context 
of the United States, we would regard dispossession as the  of gender, or one of the chief 
elements in an altered reading of gender: " omen are considered of no value,  they 
continually increase their owner's stock. They were put on par with animals" [Brent 9; em-
phasis mine . Linda Brent's witness appears to contradict the point I would make, but I am 
suggesting that even though the enslaved female reproduced other enslaved persons, we do 
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not read "birth" in this instance as a reproduction of mothering precisely because the female,
like the male, has been robbed of the parental right, the parental function. One treads
dangerous ground in suggesting an equation between female gender and mothering; in fact, 
feminist inquiry praxis and the actual day-to-day living of numberless American women-
black and white- have gone far to break the enthrallment of a female subject-position to the
theoretical and actual situation of maternity. Our task here would be lightened considerably
if we could simply slide over the powerful "No," the significant exception. In the historic for-
mation to which I point, however, motherhood and female gendering ungendering appear
so intimately aligned that they seem to speak the same language. At least it is plausible to say 
that motherhood, while it does not exhaust the problematics of female gender, offers one
prominent line of approach to it. I would go farther: Because African-American women ex-
perienced uncertainty regarding their infants' lives in the historic situation, gendering, in its 
coeval reference to African-American women, insinuates an implicit and unresolved puzzle
both within current feminist discourse and within those discursive communities that in-
vestigate the entire problematics of culture. Are we mistaken to suspect that history- at least 
in this instance- repeats itself yet again?

Every feature of social and human differentiation disappears in public discourses regard-
ing the African-American person, as we encounter, in the juridical codes of slavery, person-
ality reified. William Goodell's study not only demonstrates the rhetorical and moral pas-
sions of the abolitionist project, but also lends insight into the corpus of law that underwrites
enslavement. If "slave" is perceived as the essence of stillness (an early version of "ethnicity'1,
or of an undynamic human state, fixed in time and space, then the law articulates this impos-
sibility as its inherent feature: "Slaves shall be deemed, sold, taken, reputed and adjudged in 
law to be chattels personal, in the hands of their owners and possessors, and their executors,
administrators, and assigns, to all intents, constructions, and purposes whatsoever" [23; 
Goodell emphasis].

Even though we tend to parody and simplify matters to behave as if the various civil
codes of the slave-holding United States were monolithically informed, unified, and exe-
cuted in their application, or that the "code" itself is spontaneously generated in an undi-
vided historic moment, we read it nevertheless as exactly this- the peak points, the salient
and characteristic features of a human and social procedure that evolves over a natural his-
torical sequence and represents, consequently, the narrative shorthand of a transaction that 
is riddled, in practice, with contradictions, accident, and surprise. W e  could suppose that the
legal encodations of enslavement stand for the statistically average case, that the legal code
provides the topics of a project increasingly threatened and self-conscious. It is, perhaps, not 
by chance that the laws regarding slavery appear to crystallize in the precise moment when
agitation against the arrangement becomes articulate in certain European and New-World
communities. In that regard, the slave codes that Goodell describes are themselves an in-
stance of the counter and isolated text that seeks to silence the contradictions and antitheses
engendered by it. For example, aspects of Article 461 of the South Carolina Civil Code call
attention to just the sort of uneasy oxymoronic character that the "peculiar institution" at-
tempts to sustain in transforming personality into property. 

1) The "slave" is movable by nature, but "immovable by the operation of law" [Goodell
24]. As I read this, law itself is compelled to a point of saturation, or a reverse zero degree,
beyond which it cannot move in the behalf of the enslaved or the free. W e  recall, too, that
the "master  under these perversions of judicial power, is impelled to treat the enslaved as 
property, and not as person. These laws stand for the kind of social formulation that armed
forces will help excise from a living context in the campaigns of civil war. They also embody
the untenable human relationship that Henry David Thoreau believed occasioned acts of 
"civil disobedience," the moral philosophy to which Martin Luther King, Jr. would subscribe
in the latter half of the twentieth century.

2) Slaves shall be reputed and considered real estate, "subject to be mortgaged, accord-
ing to the rules prescribed by law" [Goodell 24]. I emphasize "reputed" and "considered" as 
predicate adjectives that invite attention because they denote a contrivance, not an intran-
sitive "is," or the transfer of nominative property from one syntactic point to another by way
of a weakened copulative. The status of the "reputed" can change, as it will significantly
before the nineteenth century closes. The mood here-the "shall be"- is pointedly subjunc-
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tive, or the situation devoutly to be wished. The the slave-holding class is forced, in time, to 
think and do something else is the narrative of violence that enslavement itself has been 
preparing for a couple of centuries. 

Louisiana's and South Carolina's written codes offer a paradigm for praxis in those in-
stances where a  text is missing. In that case, the "chattel principle has . . .  been af-
firmed and maintained by the courts, and involved in legislative acts" [Goodell 25). In 
Maryland, a legislative enactment of 1798 shows so forceful a synonymity of motives be-
tween branches of comparable governance that a line between "judicial" and "legislative" 
functions is useless to draw: "In case the personal property of a ward shall consist of specific 
articles, such as slaves, working beasts, animals of any kind, stock, furniture, plates, books, 
and so forth, the Court if it shall deem it advantageous to the ward, may at any time, pass an 
order for the sale thereof" [56). This inanimate and corporate ownership- the voting district 
of a ward- is here spoken for, or might be, as a single slave-holding male in determinations 
concerning property. 

The eye pauses, however, not so much at the provisions of this enactment as at the 
details of its delineation. Everywhere in the descriptive document, we are stunned by the 
simultaneity of disparate items in a grammatical series: "Slave" appears in the same context 
with beasts of burden, a// and  animal(s), various livestock, and a virtually endless profu-
sion of domestic content from the culinary item to the book. Unlike the taxonomy of 
Borges's "Certain Chinese encyclopedia," whose contemplation opens Foucault's   

 these items from a certain American encyclopedia do not sustain discrete and 
localized "powers of contagion," nor has the ground of their concatenation been desiccated 
beneath them. That imposed uniformity comprises the shock, that somehow this mix of 
named things, live and inanimate, collapsed by contiguity to the same text of "realism," car-
ries a disturbingly prominent item of misplacement. To that extent, the project of liberation 
for African-Americans has found urgency in two passionate motivations that are twinned -
1) to break apart, to rupture violently the laws of American behavior that make such 
possible; 2) to introduce a new  field/fold more appropriate to his/her own historic
movement. I regard this twin compulsion as distinct, though related, moments of the very
same narrative process that might appear as a concentration or a dispersal. The narratives of 
Linda Brent, Frederick Douglass, and Malcolm El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz (aspects of which are 
examined in this essay) each represent both narrative ambitions as they occur under the 
auspices of "author."

Relatedly, we might interpret the whole career of African-Americans, a decisive factor 
in national political life since the mid-seventeenth century, in light of the  

 tale, or the tale- like Brent's "garret" space- "between the lines," which are already 
inscribed, as a  of social and cultural management. According to this reading, 
gender, or sex-role assignation, or the clear differentiation of sexual stuff, sustained 
elsewhere in the culture, does not emerge for the African-American female in this historic in-
stance, except indirectly, except as a way to reenforce through the process of birthing, "the 
reproduction of the relations of production" that involves "the reproduction of the values 
and behavior patterns necessary to maintain the system of hierarchy in its various aspects of 
gender, class, and race or ethnicity" [Margaret Strobel, "Slavery and Reproductive Labor in 
Mombasa," Robertson and Klein 121). Following Strobel's lead, I would suggest that the 
foregoing identifies one of the three categories of reproductive labor that African-American 
females carry out under the regime of captivity. But this replication of ideology is never sim-
ple in the case of female subject-positions, and it appears to acquire a thickened layer of 
motives in the case of African-American females. 

If we can account for an originary narrative and judicial principle that might have 
engendered a "Moynihan Report," many years into the twentieth century, we cannot do 
much better than look at Goodell's reading of the   ventrem: the condition of 
the slave mother is "forever entailed on all her remotest posterity." This maxim of civil law, in 
Goodell's view, the "genuine and degrading principle of slavery, inasmuch as it places the 
slave upon a level with brute animals, prevails universally in the slave-holding states" 
[Goodell 27). But what is the "condition" of the mother? Is it the "condition" of enslavement 
the writer means, or does he mean the "mark" and the "knowledge" of the  upon the 
child that here translates into the culturally forbidden and impure? In an elision of terms, 

diacritics / summer 1987 79 



"mother" and "enslavement" are indistinct categories of the illegitimate inasmuch as each of 
these synonymous elements defines, in effect, a cultural situation that is father-lacking. 
Goodell, who does not only report this maxim of law as an aspect of his own factuality, but 
also regards it, as does Douglass, as a fundamental degradation, supposes descent and iden-
tity through the female line as comparable to a brute animality. Knowing already that there
are human communities that align social reproductive procedure according to the line of the 
mother, and Goodell himself might have known it some years later, we can only conclude
that the provisions of patriarchy, here exacerbated by the preponderant powers of an enslav-
ing class, declare Mother Right, by definition, a negating feature of human community.

Even though we are not even talking about any of the matriarchal features of social pro-
duction reproduction - matrifocality, matrilinearity, matriarchy-when we speak of the
enslaved person, we perceive that the dominant culture, in a fatal misunderstanding, assigns 
a matriarchist value where it does not belong; actually misnames the power of the female
regarding the enslaved community. Such naming is false because the female could not, in 
fact, claim her child, and false, once again, because "motherhood" is not perceived in the 
prevailing social climate as a legitimate procedure of cultural inheritance.

The African-American male has been touched, therefore, by the mother, handed by her 
in ways that he cannot escape, and in ways that the white American male is allowed totem-
porize by a fatherly reprieve. This human and historic development-the text that has been 
inscribed on the benighted heart of the continent- takes us to the center of an inexorable
difference in the depths of American women's community: the African-American woman,
the mother, the daughter, becomes historically the powerful and shadowy evocation of a
cultural synthesis long evaporated - the law of the Mother - only and precisely because legal 
enslavement removed the African-American male not so much from sight as from mimetic 
view as a partner in the prevailing social fiction of the Father's name, the Father's law. 

Therefore, the female, in this order of things, breaks in upon the imagination with a
forcefulness that marks both a denial and an "illegitimacy." Because of this peculiar American
denial, the black American male embodies the only American community of males which
has had the specific occasion to learn who the female is within itself, the infant child who
bears the life against the could-be fateful gamble, against the odds of pulverization and 
murder, including her own. It is the heritage of the mother that the African-American male 
must regain as an aspect of his own person hood- the power of "yes" to the "female" within.

This different cultural text actually reconfigures, in historically ordained discourse, cer-
tain representational potentialities for African-Americans: 1) motherhood as female blood-
rite is outraged, is denied, at the very same time that it becomes the founding term of a
human and social enactment; 2) a dual fatherhood is set in motion, comprised of the African
father's banished name and body and the captor father's mocking presence. In this play of 
paradox, only the female stands in the flesh, both mother and mother-dispossessed. This 
problematizing of gender places her, in my view, out of the traditional symbolics of female
gender, and it is our task to make a place for this different social subject. In doing so, we are 
less interested in joining the ranks of gendered femaleness than gaining the insurgent ground 
as female social subject. Actually claiming the monstrosity (of a female with the potential to 
"name'1, which her culture imposes in blindness, "Sapphire" might rewrite after all a radically
different text for a female empowerment.
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Cultural Identity and 
Diaspora 

STUART HALL 

A new cinema of the Caribbean is emerging, joining the company of 
the other 'Third Cinemas'. It is related to, but different from the 
vibrant film and other forms of visual representation of the 
Afro-Caribbean (and Asian) 'blacks' of the diasporas of the West -
the new post-colonial subjects. All these cultural practices and forms 
of representation have the black subject at their centre, putting the 
issue of cultural identity in question. Who is this emergent, new 
subject of the cinema? From where does he/she speak? Practices of 
representation always implicate the positions from which we speak 
or write - the positions of enunciation. What recent theories of 
enunciation suggest is that, though we speak, so to say 'in our own 
name', of ourselves and from our own experience, nevertheless who 
speaks, and the subject who is spoken of, are never identical, never 
exactly in the same place. Identity is not as transparent or 
unproblematic as we think. Perhaps instead of thinking of identity as 
an already accomplished fact, which the new cultural practices then 
represent, we should think, instead, of identity as a 'production', 
which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted 
within, not outside, representation. This view problematises the 
very authority and authenticity to which the term, 'cultural identity', 
lays claim. 

We seek, here, to open a dialogue, an investigation, on the subject 
of cultural identity and representation. Of course, the 'I' who writes 
here must also be thought of as, itself, 'enunciated'. We all write and 
speak from a particular place and time, from a history and a culture 
which is specific. What we say is always 'in context', positioned. I 
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was born into and spent my childhood and adolescence in a lower-
middle-class family in Jamaica. I have lived all my adult life in 
England, in the shadow of the black diaspora - 'in the belly of the 
beast'. I write against the background of a lifetime's work in cultural 
studies. If the paper seems preoccupied with the diaspora experience 
and its narratives of displacement, it is worth remembering that all 
discourse is 'placed', and the heart has its reasons. 

There are at least two different ways of thinking about 'cultural 
identity'. The first position defines 'cultural identity' in terms of one, 
shared culture, a sort of collective 'one true self', hiding inside the 
many other, more superficial or artificially imposed 'selves', which 
people with a shared history and ancestry hold in common. Within 
the terms of this definition, our cultural identities reflect the common 
historical experiences and shared cultural codes which provide us, as 
'one people', with stable, unchanging and continuous frames of 
reference and meaning, beneath the shifting divisions and vicis-
situdes of our actual history. This 'oneness', underlying all the other, 
more superficial differences, is the truth, the essence, of 'Caribbean-
ness', of the black experience. It is this identity which a Caribbean or 
black diaspora must discover, excavate, bring to light and express 
through cinematic representation. 

Such a conception of cultural identity played a critical role in all the 
post-colonial struggles which have so profoundly reshaped our world. 
It lay at the centre of the vision of the poets of 'Negritude', like Aimee 
Ceasire and Leopold Senghor, and of the Pan-African political pro-
ject, earlier in the century. It continues to be a very powerful and 
creative force in emergent forms of representation amongst hitherto 
marginalised peoples. In post-colonial societies, the rediscovery of 
this identity is often the object of what Frantz Fanon once called a 

passionate research ... directed by the secret hope of discovering 
beyond the misery of today, beyond self-contempt, resignation and 
abjuration, some very beautiful and splendid era whose existence 
rehabilitates us both in regard to ourselves and in regard to others. 

New forms of cultural practice in these societies address themselves 
to this project for the very good reason that, as Fanon puts it, in the 
recent past, 
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Colonisation is not satisfied merely with holding a people in its grip and 
emptying the native's brain of all form and content. By a kind of 
perverted logic, it turns to the past of oppressed people, and distorts, 
disfigures and destroys it.1

The question which Fanon's observation poses is, what is the nature 
of this 'profound research' which drives the new forms of visual and 
cinematic representation? Is it only a matter of unearthing that 
which the colonial experience buried and overlaid, bringing to light 
the hidden continuities it suppressed? Or is a quite different 
practice entailed - not the rediscovery but the production of 
identity. Not an identity grounded in the archaeology, but in the 
re-telling of the past? 

We should not, for a moment, underestimate or neglect the 
importance of the act of imaginative rediscovery which this 
conception of a rediscovered, essential identity entails. 'Hidden 
histories' have played a critical role in the emergence of many of the 
most important social movements of our time - feminist, 
anti-colonial and anti-racist. The photographic work of a generation 
of Jamaican and Rastafarian artists, or of a visual artist like Armet 
Francis (a Jamaican-born photographer who has lived in Britain 
since the age of eight) is a testimony to the continuing creative 
power of this conception of identity within the emerging practices of 
representation. Francis's photographs of the peoples of The Black 
Triangle, taken in Africa, the Caribbean, the USA and the UK, 
attempt to reconstruct in visual terms 'the underlying unity of the 
black people whom colonisation and slavery distributed across the 
African diaspora.' His text is an act of imaginary reunification. 

Crucially, such images offer a way of imposing an imaginary 
coherence on the experience of dispersal and fragmentation, which 
is the history of all enforced diasporas. They do this by representing 
or 'figuring' Africa as the mother of these different civilisations. This 
Triangle is, after all, 'centred' in Africa. Africa is the name of the 
missing term, the great aporia, which lies at the centre of our 
cultural identity and gives it a meaning which, until recently, it 
lacked. No one who looks at these textural images now, in the light 
of the history of transportation, slavery and migration, can fail to 
understand how the rift of separation, the 'loss of identity', which has 
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been integral to the Caribbean experience only begins to be healed 
when these forgotten connections are once more set in place. Such 
texts restore an imaginary fullness or plentitude, to set against the 
broken rubric of our past. They are resources of resistance and 
identity, with which to confront the fragmented and pathological 
ways in which that experience has been reconstructed within the 
dominant regimes of cinematic and visual representation of the 
West. 

There is, however, a second, related but different view of cultural 
identity. This second position recognises that, as well as the many 
points of similarity, there are also critical points of deep and 
significant difference which constitute 'what we really are'; or rather 
- since history has intervened - 'what we have become'. We cannot
speak for very long, with any exactness, about 'one experience, one
identity', without acknowledging its other side - the ruptures and
discontinuities which constitute, precisely, the Caribbean's 'unique-
ness'. Cultural identity, in this second sense, is a matter of
'becoming' as well as of 'being'. It belongs to the future as much as to
the past. It is not something which already exists, transcending
place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from
somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is historical,
they undergo constant transformation. Far from being eternally
fixed in some essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous
'play' of history, culture and power. Far from being grounded in a
mere 'recovery' of the past, which is waiting to be found, and which,
when found, will secure our sense of ourselves into eternity,
identities are the names we give to the different ways we are
positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the
past.

It is only from this second position that we can properly 
understand the traumatic character of 'the colonial experience'. The 
ways in which black people, black experiences, were positioned and 
subject-ed in the dominant regimes of representation were the 
effects of a critical exercise of cultural power and normalisation. Not 
only, in Said's 'Orientalist' sense, were we constructed as different 
and other within the categories of knowledge of the West by those 
regimes. They had the power to make us see and experience 
ourselves as 'Other'. Every regime of representation is a regime of 
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power formed, as Foucault reminds us, by the fatal couplet, 
'power/knowledge'. But this kind of knowledge is internal, not 
external. It is one thing to position a subject or set of peoples as the 
Other of a dominant discourse. It is quite another thing to subject 
them to that 'knowledge', not only as a matter of imposed will and 
domination, by the power of inner compulsion and subjective 
con-formation to the norm. That is the lesson - the sombre majesty -
of Fanon's insight into the colonising experience in Black Skin, 
White Masks. 

This inner expropriation of cultural identity cripples and deforms. 
If its silences are not resisted, they produce, in Fanon's vivid phrase, 
'individuals without an anchor, without horizon, colourless, 
stateless, rootless - a race of angels'.2 Nevertheless, this idea of 
otherness as an inner compulsion changes our conception of 'cultural 
identity'. In this perspective, cultural identity is not a fixed essence 
at all, lying unchanged outside history and culture. It is not some 
universal and transcendental spirit inside us on which history has 
made no fundamental mark. It is not once-and-for-all. It is not a fixed 
origin to which we can make some final and absolute Return. Of 
course, it is not a mere phantasm either. It is something - not a mere 
trick of the imagination. It has its histories - and histories have their 
real, material and symbolic effects. The past continues to speak to 
us. But it no longer addresses us as a simple, factual 'past', since our 
relation to it, like the child's relation to the mother, is always-already 
'after the break'. It is always constructed through memory, fantasy, 
narrative and myth. Cultural identities are the points of 
identification, the unstable points of identification or suture, which 
are made, within the discourses of history and culture. Not an 
essence but a positioning. Hence, there is always a politics of 
identity, a politics of position, which has no absolute guarantee in an 
unproblematic, transcendental 'law of origin'. 

This second view of cultural identity is much less familiar, and 
more unsettling. If identity does not proceed, in a straight, 
unbroken line, from some fixed origin, how are we to understand its 
formation? We might think of black Caribbean identities as 'framed' 
by two axes or vectors, simultaneously operative: the vector of 
similarity and continuity; and the vector of difference and rupture. 
Caribbean identities always have to be thought of in terms of the 
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dialogic relationship between these two axes. The one gives us some 
grounding in, some continuity with, the past. The second reminds us 
that what we share is precisely the experience of a profound 
discontinuity: the peoples dragged into slavery, transportation, 
colonisation, migration, came predominantly from Africa - and when 
that supply ended, it was temporarily refreshed by indentured 
labour from the Asian subcontinent. (This neglected fact explains 
why, when you visit Guyana or Trinidad, you see, symbolically 
inscribed in the faces of their peoples, the paradoxical 'truth' of 
Christopher Columbus's mistake: you can find 'Asia' by sailing west, 
if you know where to look!) In the history of the modern world, there 
are few more traumatic ruptures to match these enforced 
separations from Africa - already figured, in the European 
imaginary, as 'the Dark Continent'. But the slaves were also from 
different countries, tribal communities, villages, languages and gods. 
African religion, which has been so profoundly formative in 
Caribbean spiritual life, is precisely different from Christian 
monotheism in believing that God is so powerful that he can only be 
known through a proliferation of spiritual manifestations, present 
everywhere in the natural and social world. These gods live on, in an 
underground existence, in the hybridised religious universe of 
Haitian voodoo, pocomania, Native pentacostalism, Black baptism, 
Rastafarianism and the black Saints Latin American Catholicism. 
The paradox is that it was the uprooting of slavery and transportation 
and the insertion into the plantation economy (as well as the 
symbolic economy) of the Western world that 'unified' these peoples 
across their differences, in the same moment as it cut them off from 
direct access to their past. 

Difference, therefore, persists - in and alongside continuity. To 
return to the Caribbean after any long absence is to experience again 
the shock of the 'doubleness' of similarity and difference. Visiting 
the French Caribbean for the first time, I also saw at once how 
different Martinique is from, say, Jamaica: and this is no mere 
difference of topography or climate. It is a profound difference of 
culture and history. And the difference matters. It positions 
Martiniquains and Jamaicans as both the same and different. 
Moreover, the boundaries of difference are continually repositioned 
in relation to different points of reference. Vis-a-vis the developed 
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West, we are very much 'the same'. We belong to the marginal, the 
underdeveloped, the periphery, the 'Other'. We are at the outer 
edge, the 'rim', of the metropolitan world - always 'South' to 
someone else's El Norte. 

At the same time, we do not stand in the same relation of the 
'otherness' to the metropolitan centres. Each has negotiated its 
economic, political and cultural dependency differently. And this 
'difference', whether we like it or not, is already inscribed in our 
cultural identities. In turn, it is this negotiation of identity which 
makes us, vis-a-vis other Latin American people, with a very similar 
history, different - Caribbeans, les Antilliennes ('islanders' to their 
mainland). And yet, vis-a-vis one another, Jamaican, Haitian, Cuban, 
Guadeloupean, Barbadian, etc ... 

How, then, to describe this play of 'difference' within identity? 
The common history — transportation, slavery, colonisation - has 
been profoundly formative. For all these societies, unifying us across 
our differences. But it does not constitute a common origin, since it 
was, metaphorically as well as literally, a translation. The inscription 
of difference is also specific and critical. I use the word 'play' because 
the double meaning of the metaphor is important. It suggests, on the 
one hand, the instability, the permanent unsettlement, the lack of 
any final resolution. On the other hand, it reminds us that the place 
where this 'doubleness' is most powerfully to be heard is 'playing' 
within the varieties of Caribbean musics. This cultural play' could 
not therefore be represented, cinematically, as a simple, binary 
opposition - 'past/present', 'them/us'. Its complexity exceeds this 
binary structure of representation. At different places, times, in 
relation to different questions, the boundaries are re-sited. They 
become, not only what they have, at times, certainly been -
mutually excluding categories, but also what they sometimes are -
differential points along a sliding scale. 

One trivial example is the way Martinique both is and is not 
'French'. It is, of course, a department of France, and this is 
reflected in its standard and style of life, Fort de France is a much 
richer, more 'fashionable' place than Kingston - which is not only 
visibly poorer, but itself at a point of transition between being 'in 
fashion' in an Anglo-African and Afro-American way - for those who 
can afford to be in any sort of fashion at all. Yet, what is distinctively 
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'Martiniquais' can only be described in terms of that special and 
peculiar supplement which the black and mulatto skin adds to the 
'refinement' and sophistication of a Parisian-derived haute couture: 
that is, a sophistication which, because it is black, is always 
transgressive. 

To capture this sense of difference which is not pure 'otherness', 
we need to deploy the play on words of a theorist like Jacques 
Derrida. Derrida uses the anomalous 'a' in his way of writing 
'difference' - differance - as a marker which sets up a disturbance in 
our settled understanding or translation of the word/concept. It sets 
the word in motion to new meanings without erasing the trace of its 
other meanings. His sense of differance, as Christopher Norris puts 
it, thus 

remains suspended between the two French verbs 'to differ' and 'to 
defer' (postpone), both of which contribute to its textual force but 
neither of which can fully capture its meaning. Language depends on 
difference, as Saussure showed ... the structure of distinctive 
propositions which make up its basic economy. Where Derrida breaks 
new ground ... is in the extent to which 'differ' shades into 'defer' ... the 
idea that meaning is always deferred, perhaps to this point of an endless 
supplementarity, by the play of signification.3

This second sense of difference challenges the fixed binaries which 
stablise meaning and representation and show how meaning is never 
finished or completed, but keeps on moving to encompass other, 
additional or supplementary meanings, which, as Norris puts it 
elsewhere,4 'disturb the classical economy of language and 
representation'. Without relations of difference, no representation 
could occur. But what is then constituted within representation is 
always open to being deferred, staggered, serialised. 

Where, then, does identity come in to this infinite postponement 
of meaning? Derrida does not help us as much as he might here, 
though the notion of the 'trace' goes some way towards it. This is 
where it sometimes seems as if Derrida has permitted his profound 
theoretical insights to be reappropriated by his disciples into a 
celebration of formal 'playfulness', which evacuates them of their 
political meaning. For if signification depends upon the endless 
repositioning of its differential terms, meaning, in any specific 
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instance, depends on the contingent and arbitrary stop - the neces-
sary and temporary 'break' in the infinite semiosis of language. This 
does not detract from the original insight. It only threatens to do so if 
we mistake this 'cut' of identity - this positioning, which makes 
meaning possible - as a natural and permanent, rather than an 
arbitrary and contingent 'ending' - whereas I understand every such 
position as 'strategic' and arbitrary, in the sense that there is no 
permanent equivalence between the particular sentence we close, 
and its true meaning, as such. Meaning continues to unfold, so to 
speak, beyond the arbitrary closure which makes it, at any moment, 
possible. It is always either over- or under-determined, either an 
excess or a supplement. There is always something 'left over'. 

It is possible, with this conception of 'difference', to rethink the 
positionings and repositionings of Caribbean cultural identities in 
relation to at least three 'presences', to borrow Aimee Cesaire's and 
Leopold Senghor's metaphor: Presence Africaine, Presence 
Europeenne, and the third, most ambiguous, presence of all - the 
sliding term, Presence Americain. Of course, I am collapsing, for the 
moment, the many other cultural 'presences' which constitute the 
complexity of Caribbean identity (Indian, Chinese, Lebanese etc). I 
mean America, here, not in its 'first-world' sense - the big cousin to 
the North whose 'rim' we occupy, but in the second, broader sense: 
America, the 'New World', Terra Incognita. 

Presence Africaine is the site of the repressed. Apparently silenced 
beyond memory by the power of the experience of slavery, Africa was, 
in fact present everywhere: in the everyday life and customs of the 
slave quarters, in the languages and patois of the plantations, in names 
and words, often disconnected from their taxonomies, in the secret 
syntactical structures through which other languages were spoken, in 
the stories and tales told to children, in religious practices and beliefs, 
in the spiritual life, the arts, crafts, musics and rhythms of slave and 
post-emancipation society. Africa, the signified which could not be 
represented directly in slavery, remained and remains the unspoken, 
unspeakable 'presence' in Caribbean culture. It is 'hiding' behind 
every verbal inflection, every narrative twist of Caribbean cultural 
life. It is the secret code with which every Western text was 're-read'. 
It is the ground-bass of every rhythm and bodily movement. This was 
- i s - the 'Africa' that 'is alive and well in the diaspora'.5
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When I was growing up in the 1940s and 1950s as a child in 
Kingston, I was surrounded by the signs, music and rhythms of this 
Africa of the diaspora, which only existed as a result of a long and 
discontinuous series of transformations. But, although almost 
everyone around me was some shade of brown or black (Africa 
'speaks'!), I never once heard a single person refer to themselves or 
to others as, in some way, or as having been at some time in the past, 
'African'. It was only in the 1970s that this Afro-Caribbean identity 
became historically available to the great majority of Jamaican 
people, at home and abroad. In this historic moment, Jamaicans 
discovered themselves to be 'black' - just as, in the same moment, 
they discovered themselves to be the sons and daughters of 'slavery'. 

This profound cultural discovery, however, was not, and could not 
be, made directly, without 'mediation'. It could only be made 
through the impact on popular life of the post-colonial revolution, 
the civil rights struggles, the culture of Rastafarianism and the music 
of reggae - the metaphors, the figures or signifiers of a new 
construction of'Jamaican-ness'. These signified a 'new' Africa of the 
New World, grounded in an 'old' Africa: - a spiritual journey of 
discovery that led, in the Caribbean, to an indigenous cultural 
revolution; this is Africa, as we might say, necessarily 'deferred' - as 
a spiritual, cultural and political metaphor. 

It is the presence/absence of Africa, in this form, which has made 
it the privileged signifier of new conceptions of Caribbean identity. 
Everyone in the Caribbean, of whatever ethnic background, must 
sooner or later come to terms with this African presence. Black, 
brown, mulatto, white - all must look Presence Africaine in the face, 
speak its name. But whether it is, in this sense, an origin of our 
identities, unchanged by four hundred years of displacement, 
dismemberment, transportation, to which we could in any final or 
literal sense return, is more open to doubt. The original 'Africa' is no 
longer there. It too has been transformed. History is, in that sense, 
irreversible. We must not collude with the West which, precisely, 
normalises and appropriates Africa by freezing it into some timeless 
zone of the primitive, unchanging past. Africa must at last be 
reckoned with by Caribbean people, but it cannot in any simple 
sense by merely recovered. 

It belongs irrevocably, for us, to what Edward Said once called an 
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'imaginative geography and history', which helps 'the mind to 
intensify its own sense of itself by dramatising the difference 
between what is close to it and what is far away'. It 'has acquired an 
imaginative or figurative value we can name and feel'.7 Our 
belongingness to it constitutes what Benedict Anderson calls 'an 
imagined community'.8 To this 'Africa', which is a necessary part of 
the Caribbean imaginary, we can't literally go home again. 

The character of this displaced 'homeward' journey - its length 
and complexity - comes across vividly, in a variety of texts. Tony 
Sewell's documentary archival photographs, Garvey's Children: the 
Legacy of Marcus Garvey, tells the story of a 'return' to an African 
identity which went, necessarily, by the long route-through London 
and the United States. It 'ends', not in Ethiopia but with Garvey's 
statue in front of the St Ann Parish Library in Jamaica: not with a 
traditional tribal chant but with the music of Burning Spear and Bob 
Marley's Redemption Song. This is our long journey' home. Derek 
Bishton's courageous visual and written text, Black Heart Man - the 
story of the journey of a white photographer 'on the trail of the 
promised land' - starts in England, and goes, through Shashemene, 
the place in Ethiopia to which many Jamaican people have found 
their way on their search for the Promised Land, and slavery; but it 
ends in Pinnacle, Jamaica, where the first Rastafarian settlements 
was established, and 'beyond' - among the dispossessed of 
20th-century Kingston and the streets of Handsworth, where 
Bishton's voyage of discovery first began. These symbolic journies 
are necessary for us all - and necessarily circular. This is the Africa 
we must return to - but 'by another route': what Africa has become 
in the New World, what we have made of 'Africa': 'Africa' - as we 
re-tell it through politics, memory and desire. 

What of the second, troubling, term in the identity equation - the 
European presence? For many of us, this is a matter not of too little 
but of too much. Where Africa was a case of the unspoken, Europe 
was a case of that which is endlessly speaking - and endlessly 
speaking us. The European presence interrupts the innocence of the 
whole discourse of 'difference' in the Caribbean by introducing the 
question of power. 'Europe' belongs irrevocably to the play' of 
power, to the lines of force and consent, to the role of the dominant, 
in Caribbean culture. In terms of colonialism, underdevelopment, 
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poverty and the racism of colour, the European presence is that 
which, in visual representation, has positioned the black subject 
within its dominant regimes of representation: the colonial 
discourse, the literatures of adventure and exploration, the romance 
of the exotic, the ethnographic and travelling eye, the tropical 
languages of tourism, travel brochure and Hollywood and the 
violent, pornographic languages of ganja and urban violence. 

Because Presence Europeenne is about exclusion, imposition and 
expropriation, we are often tempted to locate that power as wholly 
external to us - an extrinsic force, whose influence can be thrown off 
like the serpent sheds its skin. What Frantz Fanon reminds us, in 
Black Skin, White Masks, is how this power has become a 
constitutive element in our own identities. 

The movements, the attitudes, the glances of the other fixed me there, 
in the sense in which a chemical solution is fixed by a dye. I was 
indignant; I demanded an explanation. Nothing happened. I burst apart. 
Now the fragments have been put together again by another self.9

This 'look', from - so to speak - the place of the Other, fixes us, not 
only in its violence, hostility and aggression, but in the ambivalence 
of its desire. This brings us face to face, not simply with the 
dominating European presence as the site or 'scene' of integration 
where those other presences which it had actively disaggregated 
were recomposed - re-framed, put together in a new way; but as the 
site of a profound splitting and doubling - what Homi Bhaba has 
called 'the ambivalent identifications of the racist world ... the 
'otherness' of the self inscribed in the perverse palimpsest of colonial 
identity.'10

The dialogue of power and resistance, of refusal and recognition, 
with and against Presence Europeenne is almost as complex as the 
'dialogue' with Africa. In terms of popular cultural life, it is nowhere 
to be found in its pure, pristine state. It is always-already fused, 
syncretised, with other cultural elements. It is always-already 
creolised - not lost beyond the Middle Passage, but ever-present: 
from the harmonics in our musics to the ground-bass of Africa, 
traversing and intersecting our lives at every point. How can we 
stage this dialogue so that, finally, we can place it, without terror or 
violence, rather than being forever placed by it? Can we ever 
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recognise its irreversible influence, whilst resisting its imperialising 
eye? The engima is impossible, so far, to resolve. It requires the 
most complex of cultural strategies. Think, for example, of the 
dialogue of every Caribbean filmmaker or writer, one way or 
another, with the dominant cinemas and literature of the West - the 
complex relationship of young black British filmmakers with the 
'avant-gardes' of European and American filmmaking. Who could 
describe this tense and tortured dialogue as a 'one way trip? 

The Third, 'New World' presence, is not so much power, as 
ground, place, territory. It is the juncture-point where the many 
cultural tributaries meet, the 'empty' land (the European colonisers 
emptied it) where strangers from every other part of the globe 
collided. None of the people who now occupy the islands - black, 
brown, white, African, European, American, Spanish, French, East 
Indian, Chinese, Portugese, Jew, Dutch - originally 'belonged' 
there. It is the space where the creolisations and assimilations and 
syncretisms were negotiated. The New World is the third term - the 
primal scene - where the fateful/fatal encounter was staged between 
Africa and the West. It also has to be understood as the place of 
many, continuous displacements: of the original pre-Columbian 
inhabitants, the Arawaks, Caribs and Amerindians, permanently 
displaced from their homelands and decimated; of other peoples 
displaced in different ways from Africa, Asia and Europe; the 
displacements of slavery, colonisation and conquest. It stands for the 
endless ways in which Caribbean people have been destined to 
'migrate'; it is the signifier of migration itself- of travelling, voyaging 
and return as fate, as destiny; of the Antillean as the prototype of the 
modern or postmodern New World nomad, continually moving 
between centre and periphery. This preoccupation with movement 
and migration Caribbean cinema shares with many other 'Third 
Cinemas', but it is one of our defining themes, and it is destined to 
cross the narrative of every film script or cinematic image. 

Presence Americaine continues to have its silences, its 
suppressions. Peter Hulme, in his essay on 'Islands of Enchant-
ment'11 reminds us that the word 'Jamaica' is the Hispanic form of 
the indigenous Arawak name - 'land of wood and water' - which 
Columbus's re-naming ('Santiago') never replaced. The Arawak 
presence remains today a ghostly one, visible in the islands mainly 
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in museums and archeological sites, part of the barely knowable or 
usable 'past'. Hulme notes that it is not represented in the emblem 
of the Jamaican National Heritage Trust, for example, which chose 
instead the figure of Diego Pimienta, 'an African who fought for his 
Spanish masters against the English invasion of the island in 1655' -
a deferred, metonymic, sly and sliding representation of Jamaican 
identity if ever there was one! He recounts the story of how Prime 
Minister Edward Seaga tried to alter the Jamaican coat-of-arms, 
which consists of two Arawak figures holding a shield with five 
pineapples, surmounted by an alligator. 'Can the crushed and 
extinct Arawaks represent the dauntless character of Jamaicans? 
Does the low-slung, near extinct crocodile, a cold-blooded reptile, 
symbolise the warm, soaring spirit of Jamaicans?' Prime Minister 
Seaga asked rhetorically.12 There can be few political statements 
which so eloquently testify to the complexities entailed in the 
process of trying to represent a diverse people with a diverse history 
through a single, hegemonic 'identity'. Fortunately, Mr Seaga's 
invitation to the Jamaican people, who are overwhelmingly of 
African descent, to start their 'remembering' by first 'forgetting' 
something else, got the comeuppance it so richly deserved. 

The 'New World' presence - America, Terra Incognita - is 
therefore itself the beginning of diaspora, of diversity, of hybridity 
and difference, what makes Afro-Caribbean people already people of 
a diaspora. I use this term here metaphorically, not literally: 
diaspora does not refer us to those scattered tribes whose identity 
can only be secured in relation to some sacred homeland to which 
they must at all costs return, even if it means pushing other people 
into the sea. This is the old, the imperialising, the hegemonising, 
form of 'ethnicity'. We have seen the fate of the people of Palestine 
at the hands of this backward-looking conception of diaspora - and 
the complicity of the West with it. The diaspora experience as I 
intend it here is defined, not by essence or purity, but by the 
recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and diversity; by a 
conception of 'identity' which lives with and through, not despite, 
difference; by hybridity. Diaspora identities are those which are 
constantly producing and reproducing themselves anew, through 
transformation and difference. One can only think here of what is 
uniquely - 'essentially' - Caribbean: precisely the mixes of colour, 
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pigmentation, physiognomic type; the 'blends' of tastes that is 
Caribbean cuisine; the aesthetics of the 'cross-overs', of 'cut-and-
mix', to borrow Dick Hebdige's telling phrase, which is the heart 
and soul of black music. Young black cultural practitioners and 
critics in Britain are increasingly coming to acknowledge and 
explore in their work this 'diaspora aesthetic' and its formations in 
the post-colonial experience: 

Across a whole range of cultural forms there is a 'syncretic' dynamic 
which critically appropriates elements from the master-codes of the 
dominant culture and 'creolises' them, disarticulating given signs and 
re-articulating their symbolic meaning. The subversive force of this 
hybridising tendency is most apparent at the level of language itself 
where Creoles, patois and black English decentre, destabilise and 
carnivalise the linguistic domination of 'English' - the nation-language of 
master-discourse - through strategic inflections, re-accentuations and 
other performative moves in semantic, syntactic and lexical codes.13

It is because this New World is constituted for us as place, a 
narrative of displacement, that it gives rise so profoundly to a certain 
imaginary plenitude, recreating the endless desire to return to 'lost 
origins', to be one again with the mother, to go back to the 
beginning. Who can ever forget, when once seen rising up out of 
that blue-green Caribbean, those islands of enchantment. Who has 
not known, at this moment, the surge of an overwhelming nostalgia 
for lost origins, for 'times pas t? And yet, this 'return to the 
beginning' is like the imaginary in Lacan - it can neither be fulfilled 
nor requited, and hence is the beginning of the symbolic, of 
representation, the infinitely renewable source of desire, memory, 
myth, search, discovery - in short, the reservoir of our cinematic 
narratives. 

We have been trying, in a series of metaphors, to put in play a 
different sense of our relationship to the past, and thus a different 
way of thinking about cultural identity, which might constitute new 
points of recognition in the discourses of the emerging Caribbean 
cinema and black British cinemas. We have been trying to theorise 
identity as constituted, not outside but within representation; and 
hence of cinema, not as a second-order mirror held up to reflect 
what already exists, but as that form of representation which is able 
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to constitute us as new kinds of subjects, and thereby enable us to 
discover places from which to speak. Communities, Benedict 
Anderson argues in Imagined Communities are to be distinguished, 
not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they are 
imagined.14 This is the vocation of modern black cinemas: by 
allowing us to see and recognise the different parts and histories of 
ourselves, to construct those points of identification, those 
positionalities we call in retrospect our 'cultural identities'. 

We must not therefore be content with delving into the past of a people 
in order to find coherent elements which will counteract colonialism's 
attempts to falsify and harm ... A national culture is not a folk-lore, nor 
an abstract populism that believes it can discover a people's true nature. 
A national culture is the whole body of efforts made by a people in the 
sphere of thought to describe, justify and praise the action through 
which that people has created itself and keeps itself in existence.15

Notes 
1 Frantz Fanon, 'On National Culture', in The Wretched of the Earth, London 1963, 
pl70. 
2 Ibid., pl76. 
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Nationalism, London 1982. 
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10 Homi Bhabha, 'Foreword' to Fanon, ibid., xv. 
11 In New Formations, no.3, Winter 1987. 
12 Jamaica Hansard, vol.9, 1983-4, p363. Quoted in Hulme, ibid. 
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It ends with love, exchange, fellowship. It ends as it begins, in motion, 
in between various modes of being and belonging, and on the way to 
new economies of giving, taking, being with and for and it ends with 
a ride in a Buick Skylark on the way to another place altogether. Sur-
prising, perhaps, after we have engaged dispossession, debt, disloca-
tion and violence. But not surprising when you have understood that 
the projects of “fugitive planning and black study” are mostly about 
reaching out to find connection; they are about making common 
cause with the brokenness of being, a brokenness, I would venture to 
say, that is also blackness, that remains blackness, and will, despite all, 
remain broken because this book is not a prescription for repair.

If we do not seek to fix what has been broken, then what? How do we re-
solve to live with brokenness, with being broke, which is also what Moten 
and Harney call “debt.” Well, given that debt is sometimes a history of 
giving, at other times a history of taking, at all times a history of capitalism 
and given that debt also signifies a promise of ownership but never deliv-
ers on that promise, we have to understand that debt is something that 
cannot be paid off. Debt, as Harney puts it, presumes a kind of individu-
alized relation to a naturalized economy that is predicated upon exploi-
tation. Can we have, he asks, another sense of what is owed that does not  
presume a nexus of activities like recognition and acknowledge-
ment, payment and gratitude. Can debt “become a principle  
of elaboration”? 

THE WILD BEYOND
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Moten links economic debt to the brokenness of being in the in-
terview with Stevphen Shukaitis; he acknowledges that some debts 
should be paid, and that much is owed especially to black people by 
white people, and yet, he says: “I also know that what it is that is 
supposed to be repaired is irreparable. It can’t be repaired. The only 
thing we can do is tear this shit down completely and build some-
thing new.” The undercommons do not come to pay their debts, to 
repair what has been broken, to fix what has come undone.

If you want to know what the undercommons wants, what Moten 
and Harney want, what black people, indigenous peoples, queers and 
poor people want, what we (the “we” who cohabit in the space of the 
undercommons) want, it is this – we cannot be satisfied with the rec-
ognition and acknowledgement generated by the very system that 
denies a) that anything was ever broken and b) that we deserved to 
be the broken part; so we refuse to ask for recognition and instead we 
want to take apart, dismantle, tear down the structure that, right now, 
limits our ability to find each other, to see beyond it and to access the 
places that we know lie outside its walls. We cannot say what new 
structures will replace the ones we live with yet, because once we have 
torn shit down, we will inevitably see more and see differently and 
feel a new sense of wanting and being and becoming. What we want 
after “the break” will be different from what we think we want before 
the break and both are necessarily different from the desire that issues 
from being in the break.

Let’s come at this by another path. In the melancholic and vision-
ary 2009 film version of Maurice Sandak’s Where The Wild Things Are 
(1963), Max, the small seeker who leaves his room, his home, his 
family to find the wild beyond, finds a world of lost and lonely beasts 
and they promptly make him their king. Max is the first king the wild 
things have had whom they did not eat and who did not, in turn, try 
to eat them; and the beasts are the first grown things that Max has 
met who want his opinion, his judgment, his rule. Max’s power is that 
he is small while they are big; he promises the beasts that he has no 
plans to eat them and this is more than anyone has ever promised 
them. He promises that he will find ways through and around and 
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will “slip through cracks” and re-crack the cracks if they fill up. He 
promises to keep sadness at bay and to make a world with the wild 
creatures that “roared their terrible roars and gnashed their terrible 
teeth and rolled their terrible eyes and showed their terrible claws.” 
That Max fails to make the wild things happy or to save them or to 
make a world with them is less important than the fact that he found 
them and he recognized in them the end of something and poten-
tially the path to an alternative to his world. The wild things were 
not the utopian creatures of fairy tales, they were the rejected and 
lost subjects of the world Max had left behind and, because he shut-
tles between the Oedipal land where his mother rules and the ruined 
world of the wild, he knows the parameters of the real – he sees what 
is included and what is left out and he is now able to set sail for an-
other place, a place that is neither the home he left nor the home to 
which he wants to return. 

Moten and Harney want to gesture to another place, a wild place that 
is not simply the left over space that limns real and regulated zones 
of polite society; rather, it is a wild place that continuously produces 
its own unregulated wildness. The zone we enter through Moten and 
Harney is ongoing and exists in the present and, as Harney puts it, 
“some kind of demand was already being enacted, fulfilled in the call 
itself.” While describing the London Riots of 2011, Harney suggests 
that the riots and insurrections do not separate out “the request, the 
demand and the call” – rather, they enact the one in the other: “I think 
the call, in the way I would understand it, the call, as in the call and 
response, the response is already there before the call goes out. You’re 
already in something.” You are already in it. For Moten too, you are 
always already in the thing that you call for and that calls you. What’s 
more, the call is always a call to dis-order and this disorder or wild-
ness shows up in many places: in jazz, in improvisation, in noise. The 
disordered sounds that we refer to as cacophony will always be cast 
as “extra-musical,” as Moten puts it, precisely because we hear some-
thing in them that reminds us that our desire for harmony is arbitrary 
and in another world, harmony would sound incomprehensible. Lis-
tening to cacophony and noise tells us that there is a wild beyond to 
the structures we inhabit and that inhabit us. 
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And when we are called to this other place, the wild beyond, “beyond 
the beyond” in Moten and Harney’s apt terminology, we have to give 
ourselves over to a certain kind of craziness. Moten reminds us that 
even as Fanon took an anti-colonial stance, he knew that it “looks cra-
zy” but, Fanon, as a psychiatrist, also knew not to accept this organic 
division between the rational and the crazy and he knew that it would 
be crazy for him not to take that stance in a world that had assigned 
to him the role of the unreal, the primitive and the wild. Fanon, ac-
cording to Moten, wants not the end of colonialism but the end of 
the standpoint from which colonialism makes sense. In order to bring 
colonialism to an end then, one does not speak truth to power, one 
has to inhabit the crazy, nonsensical, ranting language of the other, 
the other who has been rendered a nonentity by colonialism. Indeed, 
blackness, for Moten and Harney by way of Fanon, is the willingness 
to be in the space that has been abandoned by colonialism, by rule,  
by order. Moten takes us there, saying of Fanon finally: “Eventually, 
I believe, he comes to believe in the world, which is to say the other 
world, where we inhabit and maybe even cultivate this absence, this 
place which shows up here and now, in the sovereign’s space and time, 
as absence, darkness, death, things which are not (as John Donne 
would say).”

The path to the wild beyond is paved with refusal. In The Undercom-
mons if we begin anywhere, we begin with the right to refuse what has 
been refused to you. Citing Gayatri Spivak, Moten and Harney call 
this refusal the “first right” and it is a game-changing kind of refusal 
in that it signals the refusal of the choices as offered. We can under-
stand this refusal in terms that Chandan Reddy lays out in Freedom 
With Violence (2011) – for Reddy, gay marriage is the option that can-
not be opposed in the ballot box. While we can circulate multiple cri-
tiques of gay marriage in terms of its institutionalization of intimacy, 
when you arrive at the ballot box, pen in hand, you only get to check 
“yes” or “no” and the no, in this case, could be more damning than the 
yes. And so, you must refuse the choice as offered. 

Moten and Harney also study what it would mean to refuse what 
they term “the call to order.” And what would it mean, furthermore, 
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to refuse to call others to order, to refuse interpellation and the re-
instantiation of the law. When we refuse, Moten and Harney suggest, 
we create dissonance and more importantly, we allow dissonance to 
continue – when we enter a classroom and we refuse to call it to order, 
we are allowing study to continue, dissonant study perhaps, disorgan-
ized study, but study that precedes our call and will continue after we 
have left the room. Or, when we listen to music, we must refuse the 
idea that music happens only when the musician enters and picks up 
an instrument; music is also the anticipation of the performance and 
the noises of appreciation it generates and the speaking that happens 
through and around it, making it and loving it, being in it while lis-
tening. And so, when we refuse the call to order – the teacher pick-
ing up the book, the conductor raising his baton, the speaker asking 
for silence, the torturer tightening the noose – we refuse order as the 
distinction between noise and music, chatter and knowledge, pain 
and truth.

These kinds of examples get to the heart of Moten and Harney’s 
world of the undercommons – the undercommons is not a realm 
where we rebel and we create critique; it is not a place where we “take 
arms against a sea of troubles/and by opposing end them.” The un-
dercommons is a space and time which is always here. Our goal – and 
the “we” is always the right mode of address here – is not to end the 
troubles but to end the world that created those particular troubles as 
the ones that must be opposed. Moten and Harney refuse the logic 
that stages refusal as inactivity, as the absence of a plan and as a mode 
of stalling real politics. Moten and Harney tell us to listen to the noise 
we make and to refuse the offers we receive to shape that noise into 
“music.”

In the essay that many people already know best from this volume, 
“The University and the Undercommons,” Moten and Harney come 
closest to explaining their mission. Refusing to be for or against the 
university and in fact marking the critical academic as the player who 
holds the “for and against” logic in place, Moten and Harney lead us 
to the “Undercommons of the Enlightenment” where subversive in-
tellectuals engage both the university and fugitivity: “where the work 
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gets done, where the work gets subverted, where the revolution is still 
black, still strong.” The subversive intellectual, we learn, is unprofes-
sional, uncollegial, passionate and disloyal. The subversive intellectual 
is neither trying to extend the university nor change the university, 
the subversive intellectual is not toiling in misery and from this place 
of misery articulating a “general antagonism.” In fact, the subversive 
intellectual enjoys the ride and wants it to be faster and wilder; she 
does not want a room of his or her own, she wants to be in the world, 
in the world with others and making the world anew. Moten insists: 
“Like Deleuze. I believe in the world and want to be in it. I want to 
be in it all the way to the end of it because I believe in another world 
in the world and I want to be in that. And I plan to stay a believer, 
like Curtis Mayfield. But that’s beyond me, and even beyond me and 
Stefano, and out into the world, the other thing, the other world, the 
joyful noise of the scattered, scatted eschaton, the undercommon re-
fusal of the academy of misery.”

The mission then for the denizens of the undercommons is to recog-
nize that when you seek to make things better, you are not just doing 
it for the Other, you must also be doing it for yourself. While men 
may think they are being “sensitive” by turning to feminism, while 
white people may think they are being right on by opposing racism, 
no one will really be able to embrace the mission of tearing “this shit 
down” until they realize that the structures they oppose are not only 
bad for some of us, they are bad for all of us. Gender hierarchies are 
bad for men as well as women and they are really bad for the rest of us. 
Racial hierarchies are not rational and ordered, they are chaotic and 
nonsensical and must be opposed by precisely all those who benefit 
in any way from them. Or, as Moten puts it: “The coalition emerges 
out of your recognition that it’s fucked up for you, in the same way 
that we’ve already recognized that it’s fucked up for us. I don’t need 
your help. I just need you to recognize that this shit is killing you, too, 
however much more softly, you stupid motherfucker, you know?”

The coalition unites us in the recognition that we must change things 
or die. All of us. We must all change the things that are fucked up and 
change cannot come in the form that we think of as “revolutionary” 
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– not as a masculinist surge or an armed confrontation. Revolution 
will come in a form we cannot yet imagine. Moten and Harney pro-
pose that we prepare now for what will come by entering into study. 
Study, a mode of thinking with others separate from the thinking that 
the institution requires of you, prepares us to be embedded in what 
Harney calls “the with and for” and allows you to spend less time an-
tagonized and antagonizing.

Like all world-making and all world-shattering encounters, when 
you enter this book and learn how to be with and for, in coalition, and 
on the way to the place we are already making, you will also feel fear, 
trepidation, concern, and disorientation. The disorientation, Moten 
and Harney will tell you is not just unfortunate, it is necessary be-
cause you will no longer be in one location moving forward to anoth-
er, instead you will already be part of “the “movement of things” and 
on the way to this “outlawed social life of nothing.” The movement of 
things can be felt and touched and exists in language and in fantasy, 
it is flight, it is motion, it is fugitivity itself. Fugitivity is not only es-
cape, “exit” as Paolo Virno might put it, or “exodus” in the terms of-
fered by Hardt and Negri, fugitivity is being separate from settling. It 
is a being in motion that has learned that “organizations are obstacles 
to organising ourselves” (The Invisible Committee in The Coming In-
surrection) and that there are spaces and modalities that exist separate 
from the logical, logistical, the housed and the positioned. Moten 
and Harney call this mode a “being together in homelessness” which 
does not idealize homelessness nor merely metaphorize it. Homeless-
ness is the state of dispossession that we seek and that we embrace: 
“Can this being together in homelessness, this interplay of the refus-
al of what has been refused, this undercommon appositionality, be a 
place from which emerges neither self-consciousness nor knowledge 
of the other but an improvisation that proceeds from somewhere on 
the other side of an unasked question?” I think this is what Jay-Z and 
Kanye West (another collaborative unit of study) call “no church in 
the wild.” 

For Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, we must make common 
cause with those desires and (non) positions that seem crazy and 
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unimaginable: we must, on behalf of this alignment, refuse that which 
was first refused to us and in this refusal reshape desire, reorient hope, 
reimagine possibility and do so separate from the fantasies nestled 
into rights and respectability. Instead, our fantasies must come from 
what Moten and Harney citing Frank B. Wilderson III call “the 
hold”: “And so it is we remain in the hold, in the break, as if entering 
again and again the broken world, to trace the visionary company and 
join it.” The hold here is the hold in the slave ship but it is also the 
hold that we have on reality and fantasy, the hold they have on us and 
the hold we decide to forego on the other, preferring instead to touch, 
to be with, to love. If there is no church in the wild, if there is study 
rather than knowledge production, if there is a way of being together 
in brokenness, if there is an undercommons, then we must all find our 
way to it. And it will not be there where the wild things are, it will be 
a place where refuge is not necessary and you will find that you were 
already in it all along.

Love, 
J
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